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1.1 Mental health problems in children and adolescents
What do we mean by mental health problem? The term mental health problem covers a wide 
range of difficulties:

 • it involves the mind rather than the body
 • it can be mild, moderate or severe when it causes serious disruption to the lives of the 

child and parents 
 • it is common for children to show more than one problem
 • it usually has more than one cause
 • it can often be assessed and managed effectively by primary healthcare professionals.

1.2 Types of mental health problems
The following are different types of mental health problem. Each of these is described in 
more detail later on in the manual.

 • Delays and deviations from normal development
 • Habit problems in the early years, especially feeding, sleeping difficulties, bed-wetting 

and soiling
 • Emotional problems, especially anxiety and depression
 • Behaviour problems, including extreme disobedience, temper tantrums, aggressive 

behaviour, stealing, lying, truancy and attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD)
 • Self-harm
 • Mental health difficulties arising from chronic physical illnesses
 • Physical symptoms for which no physical illness is found
 • Severe mental disorders, especially psychoses 
 • Alcohol and drug dependency 
 • Stressful or damaging experiences, especially child abuse
 • Having more than one of the above problems, which is very common.

1.3 Importance of mental health problems
Many studies of mental health problems have now been carried out in low- and middle-
income (LAMI) countries. They all show that children in these countries, including, for 
example, India, China, the United Arab Emirates, Colombia and the Philippines, have either 
the same or higher rates of mental health problems than children in high-income countries. 
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