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CHAPTER ONE

How Do I Recognize a 
Mental Health Crisis?
Elaine Russell was in the seventh grade when she discov-
ered that her best friend was cutting herself. The realiza-
tion scared her, but she did not know this meant her friend 
was undergoing a mental health crisis. Not knowing how 
serious this was or what to do, Russell chose to ignore the 
situation at fi rst. “As much as I pretended not to notice, I 
knew that she was struggling,”4 Russell recalls. While wor-
ried, she kept quiet and did not say anything to her friend, 
her parents, her friend’s parents, or anyone at all. Her friend 
ended up being admitted to the hospital for her cutting and 
self-harm. It was then that Russell realized the importance 
of recognizing the signs of a mental health crisis and know-
ing how to respond.

What Is a Mental Health Crisis? 
A mental health crisis is any situation in which a person’s 
behavior prevents them from being able to care for them-
selves or function effectively in their daily lives. It may even 
put them at risk of hurting themselves or others. For teens, 
these crises can take many forms and often involve extreme 
emotional distress. 

Several types of mental health crises are common among 
teenagers, including anxiety, depression, eating disorders, 
and grief. The CDC found that in 2021, more than four in 
ten high school students reported feeling sad or hopeless. 
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Nearly a third experienced poor mental health, and this was most 
prevalent among LGBTQ, Black, and female students due to so-
cietal pressures and negative interactions with others. Additionally, 
grief and the challenges associated with signifi cant life changes, 
such as a parent losing a job or dealing with a physical health is-
sue, can lead to severe emotional distress. Vivek Murthy, then US 
surgeon general, issued a warning in 2021 that teens were expe-
riencing a mental health crisis. He reported that suicide rates had 
gone up 57 percent from 2009 to 2019 among youths ages ten to 
twenty-four. While the causes behind these statistics are multifac-
eted, if a person is struggling, it is important to intervene no matter 
the cause.

It is critical to address such crises 
promptly to prevent long-term conse-
quences. “The mental health of our 
children is crucial,” writes Claire Mc-
Carthy, a primary care pediatrician at 
Boston Children’s Hospital and an as-
sistant professor of pediatrics at Har-
vard Medical School. “Not only does 
mental health affect physical health, 
but untreated mental health problems 
interfere with learning, socialization, 
self-esteem, and other important aspects of child development 
that can have lifelong repercussions.”5 Ignoring a mental health 
crisis can have severe impacts, including worsening symptoms, 
increased risk of self-harm or suicide, academic decline, and 
strained relationships. Timely intervention can make a signifi cant 
difference in a teen’s recovery and overall well-being. For this rea-
son, it is important for teens to understand what behaviors can 
indicate a mental health crisis.

Know the Signs 
There are some common signs of someone experiencing emotional 
distress. Physical changes are typically the most visible indicators 

“Not only does mental health 
affect physical health, but 
untreated mental health 
problems interfere with learning, 
socialization, self-esteem, and 
other important aspects of child 
development that can have 
lifelong repercussions.”5

— Claire McCarthy, a primary care 
pediatrician at Boston Children’s Hospital 
and an assistant professor of pediatrics at 
Harvard Medical School 
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that something is wrong. These can include sudden and unex-
plained changes in weight, recurring pains such as headaches or 
stomach pain, and constant tiredness.

Sudden and unexplained weight changes can be a signifi cant 
red fl ag. If you notice that a friend’s weight is fl uctuating a lot or 
that he or she has changes in appetite, whether increased or 
decreased, these can signal mental health concerns. If someone 
suddenly loses interest in food or starts eating signifi cantly more 
than usual, it might be the person’s way of coping with emotional 
distress. Rapid weight loss might indicate severe stress, anxiety, 
or depression, while rapid weight gain can be associated with 
emotional eating or other coping mechanisms. Both can have 
serious implications for a person’s physical and mental health. 
Additionally, these changes may be a sign of an eating disorder, 
another type of mental health issue.

Anxiety disorders and 
other mental health 
problems are common 
among teens, with nearly 
one-third reporting issues.
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Constant tiredness and changes in sleep patterns are also 
key indicators of mental health issues. If a friend is consistently 
exhausted, sleeping much more or less than usual, or experi-
encing insomnia, these could be signs of depression, anxiety, or 
other mental health conditions. Sleep is closely linked to mental 
health, and sleep disruptions can further exacerbate emotional 
and psychological diffi culties. If the sleep issues are due to emo-
tional stress, a cycle of disruptive sleep can develop that makes 
the emotional problems seem even more daunting.

Additionally, unexplained physical complaints—such as fre-
quent headaches, stomachaches, or other aches and pains—
can sometimes be linked to mental health issues. These symp-
toms can result from stress, anxiety, or depression, especially 
when there is no apparent physical cause. Understanding these 
physical signs is crucial for recognizing when a friend might be 
struggling with their mental health.

Behavioral Changes
Behavioral changes are also crucial indicators of a mental health 
crisis. According to the American Psychological Association, the 
most common indication of mental health issues is any abrupt 
change in behavior. Sudden changes in temperament, social in-
teractions, or personality, such as becoming more aggressive or 
irritable, can be a sign of emotional distress.

Not everyone experiences depression or anxiety in the same 
way, and symptoms can vary. However, there are certain behav-
iors that a person going through a tough time may exhibit. Accord-
ing to ReachOut, a nonprofi t organization in Australia dedicated 
to improving youth mental health, “If your friend is experiencing 
depression, they might seem down or tearful a lot of the time, 
or cranky more often, stay up really late or sleep in a lot, or have 
problems with sleep, miss a lot of school, work or their regular 
activities, or miss hangouts or often cancel at the last minute.”6

Specifi c actions to look for are when your friends stop engag-
ing in activities they typically enjoy or are invested in. For example, 
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some teens who are depressed may stop attending social activi-
ties or sports or putting effort into their classes. Behavioral chang-
es may also include a sudden drop in grades or frequent absences 
from school. Daneisha Carter experienced extreme anxiety when 
she was eighteen and recalls how it affected her ability to keep up 
with her daily life. “As time went on, it felt like my anxiety was get-
ting worse and worse. I became very stressed out. I started losing 
focus on school, work, everyday tasks, and I had personal issues 
at home I was battling,”7 Carter explains.

Also, how peers react to others, including friends, is some-
thing to look out for. If they are persistently irritable with others, this 
could be an indicator that something is wrong. Increased secrecy 
or withdrawal from family and friends are other red fl ags. Teens 
might start spending more time alone, avoiding interactions, or 
becoming unusually secretive about their activities and feelings. 
These behaviors can indicate that they are struggling to cope with 
their emotions.

Trust Your Gut
It is hard to decide to intervene in a friend’s life if they have not asked for 
help or talked about mental health struggles. But professional mental health 
organizations emphasize that a signi� cant number of people struggling 
do not actively ask for help. For this reason, teenagers should trust their 
instincts if they have a feeling that something is wrong. “You know your 
friend, and when you notice signs that make you think that your friend is 
struggling, your gut may tell you that they need help. In moments like these 
it’s important to follow your instincts, even if you aren’t totally sure they are 
right on,” recommends the Jed Foundation, a nonpro� t organization dedi-
cated to protecting the mental health of teenagers and young adults.   

Friends know how other friends act and behave, so ultimately, they are 
likely to notice a difference in another friend’s behavior. If you see a differ-
ence, acting on it may ease your friend’s struggle and in some cases may 
save his or her life.

Jed Foundation, “How to Follow Your Instincts When You’re Worried About a Friend.” https://jed
foundation.org.



Another behavioral sign is a decline in 
personal hygiene. When someone stops 
taking care of their appearance, it might 
refl ect their internal struggle. Neglecting 
basic grooming—like showering, brush-
ing teeth, or changing clothes regularly—
can be a sign that a person is feeling overwhelmed or too fatigued 
to maintain his or her usual routines.

Cooper Devine, a senior in Wisconsin in 2024 and a member 
of Hope Squad, a school-based suicide prevention group, has 
learned about and used his understanding of emotional distress 
signals to help others. “Sometimes it is me reaching out to some-
one I see is struggling,” says Devine. “Maybe I see them and 
they’re acting different than they usually do, and I don’t know 
what that means. So I ask them about it.”8 Understanding the 
signs can give peers the ability to be proactive in reaching out and 
offering support.

“Maybe I see them and 
they’re acting different than 
they usually do, and I don’t 
know what that means. So 
I ask them about it.”8

— Cooper Devine, a senior in high 
school and member of Hope Squad

Sudden changes in temperament, 
social interactions, or personality, 
such as becoming withdrawn or 
sad all the time, can be a sign of 
emotional distress.



54

SOURCE NOTES

Introduction: Teens in Crisis
  1.  Quoted in Children’s Health, “How Teens Can Help Friends 

with Anxiety and Depression,” 2024. www.childrens.com. 
  2.  Quoted in Reachout, “Stories from Young People with De-

pression,” 2024. https://au.reachout.com.
  3.  Quoted in Yahoo! News, “Amid Mental Health Crisis, School 

Districts Are Bringing In Therapists to Counsel Students,” July 
7, 2023. www.yahoo.com.

Chapter One: How Do I Recognize a Mental Health Crisis?
  4.  Elaine Russell, “What Trying to Help My Friend Taught Me 

About Mental Health,” Facebook, May 3, 2019. www.face
book.com.

  5.  Claire McCarthy, “The Mental Health Crisis Among Children 
and Teens: How Parents Can Help,” Harvard Health Publish-
ing, March 8, 2022. www.health.harvard.edu.

  6.  Quoted in Savannah Tomei, “Hope Squads at Elmbrook,” Spec-
trum News, March 20, 2024. https://spectrumnews1.com. 

  7.  Daneisha Carter, “Finding Light at the End of the Tunnel,” Anx-
iety & Depression Association of America, August 31, 2023. 
https://adaa.org. 

  8.  Quoted in Tomei, “Hope Squads at Elmbrook.” 
  9.  Quoted in Mind, “Signs My Friend or Partner May Be Strug-

gling,” 2024. www.mind.org.uk.
10.  Quoted in Anya Kamenetz, “A Surprising Remedy for Teens in 

Mental Health Crises,” MinnPost, May 17, 2023. www.minn
post.com.

Chapter Two: Talking and Listening
11.  Quoted in Kamenetz, “A Surprising Remedy for Teens in Men-

tal Health Crises.”
12.  Quoted in Catherine Gewertz, “Students Train to Spot Peers 

with Mental Health Struggles and Guide Them to Help,” Edu-
cation Week, March 1, 2022. www.edweek.org. 

13.  Quoted in Student Spotlight, “‘Hope Squad’ Helps Students 
with Mental Health,” PBS, September 13, 2022. www.pbs.org.

14.  Brené Brown, “Brené Brown: What Is Empathy?,” Boulder 
Crest, September 13, 2023. https://bouldercrest.org.



57

GETTING HELP AND INFORMATION

Books
Stacey Freedenthall, Loving Someone with Suicidal Thoughts: 
What Family, Friends, and Partners Can Say and Do. Oakland, 
CA: New Harbinger, 2023.

Michael Hollander, Helping Teens Who Cut: Using DBT Skills to 
End Self-Injury. Ashland, OR: Blackstone, 2023.

Teen Thrive, The Anxiety Toolkit for Teens: Easy and Practical CBT 
and DBT Tools to Manage your Stress Anxiety Worry and Panic.
Teen Thrive, 2022.

Teen Thrive, The DBT Skills Workbook for Teens: A Fun Guide 
to Manage Anxiety and Stress, Understand Your Emotions and 
Learn Effective Communication Skills. Teen Thrive, 2021.

Internet Sources
Micah Abraham, “12 Do’s and Don’ts of Helping Someone with 
Anxiety,” Calm Clinic, February 12, 2021. www.calmclinic.com.

BBC, “How to Help a Friend Who’s Struggling with Mental Health,” 
September 24, 2018. www.bbc.com.

Mayo Clinic, “Teen Depression,” August 12, 2022. www.mayo-
clinic.org.

Mental Health Literacy, “Understanding Self Injury/Self Harm,” 
2024. https://mentalhealthliteracy.org.

The Mind, “Tips for Supporting Your Friends or Partner(s)—for 
11−18 Year Olds,” 2023. www.mind.org.uk.

National Institute of Mental Health, “5 Actions for Helping Some-
one in Emotional Pain,” 2022. www.nimh.nih.gov.

Psych Central, “How to Help a Friend with an Eating Disorder,” 
April 25, 2022. https://psychcentral.com. 

Suicide Call Back, “Six Signs My Friend Is Depressed (and How I 
Can Help).” www.suicidecallbackservice.org.au. 

Ada Tseng and Claire Hannah Collins, “Peer Support Can Help 
People with Mental Health Challenges. Here’s How It Works,” Los 
Angeles Times, October 4, 2021. www.latimes.com. 



60

Note: Boldface page numbers 
indicate illustrations.

academic expectations, as 
contributing factor in teens’ 
mental health crisis, 5

Albers, Susan, 46
American Psychiatric 

Association, 16
American Psychological 

Association, 11
American School Counselor 

Association, 5
anxiety disorders, signs of, 10, 

11
Auerbach, Randy, 52

behavioral changes
length of, and intervention, 

14
peers’ ability to notice, 6, 7
as signs of mental health 

crisis, 8, 11–13, 33
Beveridge, Shannon, 30–31
Bina, Talia, 28–29
Black teenagers, increase in 

mental health crises in, 4
Brightbill, Quinn, 43–44
Brown, Brené, 20
Bruneau, Megan, 45

Carter, Daneisha, 12
Centers for Disease Control 

and Prevention (CDC), 4, 8, 
40

Clark High School (Nevada), 
19

confi dentiality, 21
COVID-19 pandemic, 5
Cruz, Remi, 23–25, 24
cutting, as sign of mental 

health crisis, 8

Davis, Suzanna, 18
depression, signs of, 11, 33
Devine, Cooper, 13

eating disorders, signs of, 10
empathy, 20–21
empathy fatigue, 46–49, 47
Estela, Marie Minerva, 48

Gallup polls, 35
Gordon, Kathryn, 23
Gorman, Janie, 15–16
Grant Us Hope, 18

Harju, Izabella, 19
hopelessness, number 

of teens experiencing 
persistent, 4, 8

Hope Squad, 13, 18

Jed Foundation
on peer intervention

boundaries, 49
following instincts, 12
helping friends fi nd 

treatment, 38
as resource, 31, 58

INDEX


	Contents
	Introduction: Teens in Crisis
	Chapter One: How Do I Recognize a Mental Health Crisis?
	Chapter Two: Talking and Listening
	Chapter Three: What Actions Can I Take?
	Chapter Four: Reaching Out for Help
	Chapter Five: Taking Care of Yourself While Helping Others
	Source Notes
	Getting Help and Information
	Index
	Picture Credits
	About the Author



