[bookmark: _GoBack]Identify and critically explore the issues that can have an impact on mental health and wellbeing in children and young people.
This essay has been written as part of the Inclusive Education Foundation degree and University of Wales Trinity Saint David. It will explore different factors that have an impact on the mental health of children and young people. It will also critically look at supporting and opposing theories and how this major issue can be managed for the future. A child’s mental health is an integral aspect of a child’s development, which can have a direct effect on physical and social growth. Modern day has played a considerable part in the increase of mental-ill health in children, with social media being a catalyst of bullying, hate and abuse. The last three years has seen a 50% increased likelihood of a young person having a mental health problem. Statistics also suggest that 1 in 6 children aged 5-16 have a mental health problem (The Children's Society, 2022). Children may experience hardships at very young ages which can have a knock on effect on later life. The early years of a young person’s life are foundational in building trust and social skills. If these formative years include Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) then this can manifest into long term effects, disorders and issues. As the numbers of children with poor mental health rises, so do the need for management and support from outside agencies, the healthcare system and the education system. Teachers and school staff particularly are at the forefront of working with children, and are often tasked with supporting learners, due to increasing numbers accessing the help on the National Health Service (NHS). They are only able to support around 40% of those in need leaving the remaining to try and find help elsewhere. Addressing these issues requires a multifaceted approach that includes both prevention and intervention strategies, along with a strong support system involving families, educators, and healthcare professionals. This essay will explore the various factors that impact children’s mental health, the challenges they face, and the steps that can be taken to foster a healthier, more supportive environment for the younger generation.
One aspect that has a known effect on a child’s mental health is relationships. Relationships that are formed in early childhood are essential in shaping an individual’s mental health. This is something that is explored by John Bowlby (1969) in his Attachment theory, which was later revisited my Mary Ainsworth (1978) who developed this theory further. Ainsworth emphasised the importance of early established relationships, particularly with that of the caregiver in the child’s life. This would give the child a secure and safe foundation from which they could interact and explore the world. Ainsworth’s Strange Situation Experiment was emphasised the role the caregiver, and how a child responds to being separated and reunited with them. This provided indication to a child’s attachment style. A child with secure attachment by consistent caregiving results in emotional resilience whilst insecure attachment may lead to poor social skills, depression or anxiety (McLeod, 2024). This evokes that the relationships with care-givers in the early stages of a child’s life is vital in their development and may determine how their mental health manifests as the child grows. Another theory that provides further insight into the impact of relationships is Albert Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (1977). He put forward that children learn attitudes and behaviours by observing and imitating individuals around them. This could be their primary caregivers or peers. What the child observes and mimics can have a lasting effect on their mental wellbeing and how they approach differing social interactions. His Bobo Doll experiment (1961) enhanced his theory further, as it showed the effects on a child that may witness violence or abuse in early life (Nolen, 2018). This can also work in a positive way, as a child that witnesses positive coping strategies and techniques such as good communication with likely use these strategies in future. This again highlights the key role relationships have in shaping a child’s mental and emotional development. Another sociocultural theory that broaches the role on relationships is Lev Vygotsky’s Zone of Proximal Development (1962) which further supports the impact social interactions can affect the mind of a child. Vygotsky theorised that a child’s cognitive development was heavily impacted by social interactions, particularly with more knowledgably individuals such as teachers or parents. The concept of the Zone of Proximal development (ZPD) suggested that the mental health of a child can be benefitted with positive social interactions and supportive interactions that challenge them to try different things and activities. Vygotsky’s work indicates that quality interactions can significantly influence a child’s ability to navigate problems and challenges and thus impact their mental health and well-being (I. Ivich, 2024). These theories highlight how relationships play a pivotal role in a child’s development. These theories support that of poor relationships can negatively impact the future mental health of a child, and that children develop behaviours through witnesses that the relationships surrounding them, that of peers, parents or caregivers. The role of the caregiver is paramount when it come to the emotional development of a child, and the way they conduct their care can have a lasting impact, both positively or negatively on a child’s mental wellbeing.  
Another factor that may affect children’s mental health is Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs). This can include trauma, abuse and neglect which the individual is exposed to in childhood. ACEs also have been known to have long-term effects, which have been widely studied in recent years. It was discovered that those with ACEs were more likely to develop mental health issues, such as depression or anxiety. It can also lead to effects on physical health, with an increase of developing cancer or heart disease. It has led to the hypothesis of ACEs being a cause for many behavioural and psychological challenges children may have, and that it often interferes with the cognitive growth of a child (Manchester University NHS Foundation Trust, 2021). A useful guide for understanding the disruption ACEs cause to a child is Abraham Maslow’s Hierarchy of Needs (1943). Studying his framework, it shows what the basic needs of a human being are, including safety, love, belonging and self-esteem. Many of these things can be disrupted due to the presence of ACEs (Pichère and Probert, 2015). When the basic needs of safety and love are threatened, a child may struggle to reach higher-level needs, such as personal growth. Those who experience ACEs often experience stress or fear which can have a detrimental impact on their mental health. Erik Erikson’s theory of Stages of Psychosocial (1950) development further supports the idea of how ACE’s impact children’s psychology. Through these stages, Erikson suggests that from the beginning of a child’s life, they interact with the world and learn of their own autonomy. Those who experience ACEs through these crucial stages may be subjected to feelings of incompetence or inferiority. These feelings can continue into adulthood, with those effected struggle with social, physical and mental issues (Forsythe, 2019). Much like Erikson’s theory, John Piaget’s theory of Cognitive Development (1952) also offers insight into the effect ACEs have on a child’s mental health. Piaget believed that children moved through different stages of cognitive development, with each stage building on the previous one (Kurt, 2020). He highlights the importance of a child moving through these stages throughout their early years and beyond. Trauma from ACEs during these pivotal stages could significantly impair a child’s development and cause them to experience difficulties in later life. These may include emotional regulation or understanding others. This will undoubtable have a detrimental effect to a child’s mental health, and can then manifest further into more severe mental illnesses. The Welsh Government has since created a plan in order to prevent ACEs and the future issues the cause, spending large amounts of money ensuring support for those who may be facing these experiences (Morgan, 2022). This shows how ACEs have a significant impact on the mental health of not only children but adults too. It may be argued that the effects of ACEs may lay dormant until adulthood, yet more notably in recent years, younger children are being found and diagnosed with mental illnesses. It is important to mention that many people have at least one ACE and the effects are often dependent on the severity and the support received. Not everyone with an ACE will suffer with mental ill health, yet some may unfortunately succumb to it. The long term effect of ACEs is also dire, with the higher risk of serious illness as well as the effect on social and emotional functioning. It is important that interventions for ACEs not only offer immediate relief but also provide long term support for those who need it, and strong support networks from caregivers, education providers and healthcare professionals can alleviate the effects ACEs in a young person’s life. 
Neurodevelopmental conditions such as Attention Deficit Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD) and Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) can also play a considerable role in the mental wellbeing of children and young people. This can affect not only their behaviour but also their development and relationships. Much like ACEs, Piaget’s theory of Cognitive Development gives insight into how ASD and ADHD can affect the cognitive growth of a child. The symptoms that display with ADHD such as hyperactivity and short attention spans can effect a child’s ability to progress through the stages as put forth by Piaget. These children may struggle to utilise problem solving skills and remembering important information (NeuroLaunch, 2024). These factors can lead to mental health issues in children and adolescents. These individuals may feel frustrated, anxious and have low self-esteem due to the challenges that they face, which other children may find simple. This can also be the case with children with ASD, with some struggling with communication and understanding which may lead to similar emotions. Urie Bronfenbrenner’s Ecological systems theory (1979) also offers insight into how environment can shape a child’s development. His theory suggests that a child’s development is heavily influenced by different environments, from their immediate environment of parents and school to broader cultural contexts. These interactions can play a huge role in the child’s development, particularly those with ASD or ADHD. A supportive home system can work to lessen symptoms whilst a chaotic home could result in worsen these symptoms. This may lead to low moods and emotions that can progress into depression or anxiety (Cherry, 2023). Support and inclusion can be critical in the early years of a child with ASD. This can alleviate feelings of rejection, isolation and stress. Bronfenbrenner’s theory encourages that positive interactions with the environment can lessen the negative impact that neurodevelopmental disorders may have on a child’s life. Both Bronfenbrenner’s and Piaget’s theories bring attention to how environment and development work in tandem that shape the early minds of children. They both play a huge role in shaping the mental health of children, particularly those with ADHD and ASD. The challenges that both disorders can cause can have a considerable effect on their emotional regulation and how they handle things similarly in the future. It further highlights how early intervention and support can provide a safe and positive environment for children.  
Within the modern age, social media has an impact on the lives for children and adults alike. As technology continues to advance, children are exposed to numerous things on the internet, with many things considered harmful to children physically and mentally. It can however produce some positives, with children who struggle socially to make friends online (NSPCC, 2021).  The negative impact of social media is present, with many users seeking to compare themselves to what they see online. Leon Feininger’s Social Comparison Theory (1954) fully supports this. It states that humans naturally compare themselves to others, and this process can bring forth positive changes in life. However, with the rise of social media, people are comparing themselves to online users. The posts of other users can be heavily edited, and do not provide a realistic view of real life. The mental impact this can have on a young person is staggering, and it can leave them feeling inadequate and depressed (PracticalPsychology, 2020). The constant exposure to images that are often enhanced through editing and filters can often lead to a sense of shame amongst young people for not looking a certain way. These influences also feed into Eriksson’s theory when children are developing their identities. Teenagers are also particularly vulnerable to this as they deem peer influence to be very important. Body image plays a huge role in the damaging effects of social media, and can give young people unrealistic expectations. Bandura’s Social Learning Theory (1977) can also play a role here, as children are learning their values and behaviours through other individuals. Peer pressure can also add to the negative impact. Although there are mutual benefits for children on social media, the concerns are also worth considering. Studies are seeing an increase in children suffering with anxiety and depression, and also confirms that 35% of children aged 13-17 use social media. Social media can also expose children to graphic and harmful content that they would otherwise not see in daily life (Moreno and Radesky, 2023). It is unmistakable that social media has ultimately caused a considerable increase in mental health issue in children, as well as physical issues such as lack of sleep and lack of focus. It also has become a platform for cyber-bullying, which has created a whole new issue on the internet. Children are able to exchange hateful messages to one another, which and turn into a huge problem if continuous (Action For Children, 2021). All of these components can wreak havoc on a child’s mental wellbeing and self-esteem. Although a daunting and formidable place, the internet can provide many positives to a young person’s life. It can allow them to socialise and maintain relationships with friends as well as providing learning tools and means to enjoy themselves. Careful censorship from caregivers can help alleviate some of the worries and concerns surrounding social media. Monitoring and limiting a child’s exposure can also help preservation their mental health as well as physical. The aforementioned theories shed light on how media consumption can negatively impact mental health. Interventions aimed at reducing the negative mental health impacts will also benefit the users and surrounding carers.
Another factor that can play a critical role in shaping the mental health of a child is socioeconomic status (SES). Studies have shown the correlation between low SES households and the impact on a child’s mental health. Poverty and income can directly affect many components to life, including education, healthcare and even basic human needs such as food. This may result in numerous issues for a child and their surrounding families. Children living in low SES are more likely to have a worse health status and higher incidents of behavioural problems were seen in children from low- income families (Reiss, 2013). Children and young people with lower SES backgrounds are more likely to experience mental health issues, including depression, behavioural problems and anxiety. The stress theory suggests that these individuals are more susceptible to chronic stressors due to financial hardship, unsafe housing or a lack of access to healthcare. These in turn create a poor foundation for mental health, and can often be a catalyst for future challenges in the future (Evans, 2004). Increased exposure to stressors such as poor living conditions or unemployment can trigger harmful biological responses in children, which can have a detrimental effect on their developing brains (McEwen, 2000). In the UK alone, poverty is still seen as a significant factor in regards to declining mental health. According to the Department of Work and Pensions, approximately 22% of children are living in relative poverty, with these children being more at risk of experiencing mental health problems (Department for Work and Pensions, 2023). The knock on effect that low income/poverty can have on a child’s life is concerning. It can effect every aspect of their life which can cause numerous issues. The children within families of low income are more likely to attend schools with lacking resources, contributing to poor academic achievement. This will understandable have a notable effect on the child’s self-esteem, possibly leading to further mental health risks (Sroufe, 2005). This can also have an effect on their future, with poor education leading to less job opportunities or options to progress in further education. This is not to say that those from low income backgrounds cannot be successful or healthy individuals, yet statistics do suggest that these individuals will need to work harder to achieve this. Addressing the issue of SES can lessen the impact on a child’s mental health. Early support from educators can help children access resources much like their peers. Many schools and other agencies offer financial support for low income families, with free school meals, uniform discounts and food packs to name a few. Interventions like this will surely help lessen the impact of low SES in children’s lives, and close the notable gap amonst the higher and lower income children. 
Bullying is another component that could severely impact a child’s mental health. Much like cyber-bullying, it can lead to many psychological and emotional consequences. Bullying can lead to many negative emotions which can impact a child both immediately and long term. Children who experience bullying often end up feeling negative emotions such as fear, anxiousness and shame. Bandura’s theory of Social Learning may highlight the increase in bullying as children are subjected to it throughout the years. Those witnessing or experiencing bullying can internalise and maintain those negative emotions. His suggestions on how children learn behaviours they witness may also solidify how these children mimic the behaviours of their parents or caregivers, as well as peers. These poor behaviours can range from name calling to berating or mocking others. Continuously doing so can result in a mass amount of poor mental health among youths, particularly if this matter is ongoing. This can sometimes explain instances where children who experience violence with parents may become aggressive and violent in later life (Joseph, 2021). A further theory that is relevant to this topic is John Bowlby’s theory of Attachment (1969). This theory emphasises the importance of secure relationships in a child’s life, especially in the earlier years when they are making important strides within development. A child that experiences bullying may struggle with making these important attachments which can lead to further problems with relationships rising in the future.  Victims of bullying are also more at risk of developing mental health issues such as depression, anxiety and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD) which again, can persist into adulthood (NSPCC, 2021). The National Society for the Prevention of Cruelty to Children also state that children who experience bullying regularly are more at risk of self-harm, suicidal ideation and suffer emotional distress. The impact of bullying will surely be heightened in those children with pre-existing conditions such as ASD or ADHD. The negative thoughts and feelings generated by bullying can lead to unhealthy coping strategies such as aggression or withdrawal which may exacerbate mental health problems further (Paykel, 1987). Addressing bullying has always been an important step in ridding It from lives. Schools play a huge part in tackling this issue, with teachers being equip to deal with in amongst pupils. If bullying is not responded to prompt and effectively it can cause children to adopt poor coping strategies which can range from isolation to self-harm It can also have a detrimental impact on school and learning and poorly effect relationships with others. It is clear of the direct effect bullying can have on the mental health of the young, which makes it so much more vital for support to be offered to them. Schools are often the forefront of this movement due to the nature of children amongst groups and peers. Having a calm and welcoming environment that avoids stigmatism can make all the difference is helping a young person through a troubling time. Along with promoting overall wellbeing, this can lead to a beneficial effect on schools, and the mental health of its pupils (Anti-Bullying Alliance, 2022).
To conclude, the rising numbers of mental health issues amongst children in the UK is staggering, and without efficient and supportive intervention, these numbers may continue to grow. It can produce a vast array of issues, from behaviour to physical issues that can have a severe impact on the quality of life of an individual. Due to the nature of mental health, it will never be a simple/quick fix, and will take a considerable amount of time to get these numbers to nil. Lessening the impact of certain factors however is a promising beginning to this mission. Giving children an affectionate and compassionate start to life will likely reap in benefits in the future. Mental health care providers have been inundated with patients in recent years, with these numbers showing no signs of slowing with over 2 million accessing mental health care as of December 2024. Another important factor in these rising figures is both the cost of living crisis, and the Covid-19 pandemic which added another layer of hardships to many people in the country (Baker and Esme Kirk-Wade, 2025). The British Government has also made strides to tackle these challenges. This can be seen in the Future in Mind report which aims to improve the mental health and wellbeing of children in the UK by integrating mental health services in schools and reduce the stigmas surround mental health issues (Department of health, 2015). More investment into these ventures would be beneficial, but strong support systems for children should be easily achievable with the right guidance and resources for both parents/carers and education staff. Ensuring every child has access to a safe and non-judgmental space to talk freely about their issues is vital, and can lessen far more drastic impacts in future. Moving into the future, a more holistic and caring approach along with early intervention for both emotional and economic factors can help lessen the long term effects which, manifest into adulthood. A targeted approach to low SES families will also help matters, and allow those with low income to have access to every resource available to them. This will reduce the mental health gap and aid in promoting a healthier and resilient generation. 
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