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Far too many youth are struggling with their mental
health, and there is no shortage of theories for what might
be behind this troubling trend. Taking a quick look at sur-
veys as well as popular media articles and books, the most
common suspects generally include the negative effects of
social media use, a helicopter parenting style, and lingering
effects from the COVID-19 pandemic.!-2

Evidence supports the idea that these factors are indeed
playing a role and require our clinical attention when work-
ing with families.3 At the same time, it remains painfully
evident that many of the more “traditional” and timeless
influences that have been shaping child development con-
tinue to exert powerful influences on many of our most
acute children and adolescents. Major forces such as genet-
ics, the prenatal environment, and early experience, may
not capture as many online headlines these days, but they
cannot be ignored when it comes to their ability to influ-
ence future mental health, for better or for worse.

Most of my clinical career has been devoted to children
and families with high needs and complexities. I have seen
a large percentage of youth struggling across many do-
mains while acting as the child psychiatrist to a Medicaid-
funded residential treatment facility for boys, working at
an academic center often sent some of the area’s most
complex kids, and in my current position at a safety net
community health center. There are often significant safety
concerns both for themselves and others, and they are fre-
quently doing very poorly at school, if they are going at all.
Symptom areas commonly experienced include significant
aggression, self-harm, attention problems, emotional out-
bursts, anxiety, as well as—increasingly it seems—psychotic
or quasi-psychotic experiences.

When seen for an initial evaluation, these youth can
present with a dizzying list of diagnoses that have either
been established already or need to be actively considered,
including bipolar disorder, oppositional defiant disorder,
intermittent explosive disorder, complex post-traumatic
stress disorder, disruptive mood dysregulation disorder,
and many others. The medication list, often just as long,
generally matches this list of potential diagnoses.

Yet despite the long differential and this apparent com-
plexity, there is often a remarkable similarity in these cases,
so much so that I’ve found that I can cut and paste the
same summary sentence in an astonishing number of eval-
uations:

“xxx is a xx-year old child/adolescent who presents with
severe dysregulation, aggression, and anxiety in the con-
text of early adversity and trauma and a strong family his-
tory of mental health problems and substance use.”

Children and their histories differ in significant ways,
but three components seem to come up over and over again
for these most troubled individuals: 1) a history of signifi-
cant mental illness and/or substance use in biological rel-
atives, 2) a prenatal history significant for a mother who
has struggled with severe stress and adversity that often in-
cludes domestic violence and exposure to substances, 3) an
early childhood characterized by trauma, neglect, abandon-
ment, socioeconomic challenges, and, at best, suboptimal
parenting practices.

My declared task for these evaluations is usually to come
up with a medication to address the effects of these major
developmental influences, which I then try to convert into
a more comprehensive treatment plan that might well in-
clude medication but also includes individual therapy,
parental/caregiver support and treatment, health promo-
tion, school supports, and addressing socioeconomic barri-
ers. The health promotion component often includes guid-
ance about screens and social media use, but while most
of the world these days seems concerned about youth who
spend too much time interacting with others online, I more
commonly encounter kids who need help developing social
communications of any type. When it comes to parenting,
I find that it is more common among the folks I see that I
have to encourage parents to be more involved rather than
less, as has been noted about the stubbornly persistent
rates of child neglect.# Similarly, as chatter on the inter-
net gets more and more upset about children being praised
too much, I find myself still pushing many parents to re-
place the harsh criticism with kinder and more supportive
language. As for lingering effects of COVID-19, it has been
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my clinical experience that the pandemic more often exac-
erbated, rather than initiated, mental health problems that
already existed.

Part of the apparent dichotomy between the clinical ex-
perience many of us have in practice and sentiments cir-
culating through the media may be due to socioeconomic
differences between many online writers advocating for
“trendier” causes of mental health problems compared to
the status of the average family encountered in public men-
tal health settings. But beyond differences in the observers
of this phenomenon, it also seems quite possible that there
exists at least two somewhat distinct populations of youth:
the first being a large group of struggling but relatively
functioning individuals who are indeed being affected by
excessive social media use and over-intrusive parenting,
and a second more highly affected group whose mental
health struggles are still primarily being driven by genetic
factors, a stressed prenatal environment, and an early envi-
ronment characterized by trauma and, more frequently, pri-
mary parenting figures who tend to be absent rather than
being overinvolved. There is not a lot of research looking
into this question specifically, although there is some evi-
dence suggesting that the genetic architecture underlying
child behavioral problems (that is, the relative magnitude
to which youth emotional-behavioral problems are driven
by genetic versus environmental factors) change as a func-
tion of one’s socioeconomic status.’

The main point here is not that we should be disregard-
ing real concerns that are being raised about the potential
hazards of excessive screen use or fashionable parenting
practices but rather that some of the age-old factors such
as genetics, the prenatal environment, and early trauma
and adversity are still exerting very large effects, particu-
larly on many of the youth who are presenting with the
most acute levels of emotional-behavioral problems. Re-
sponding effectively means staying current regarding some
of the modern pitfalls of 21st century child development
while keeping our eyes on the ball when it comes to some of
the fundamental underpinnings of childhood mental health
disorders that continue to exercise major effects today.

To suggest a topic for this column or to inquire
about co-writing a Lab to Smartphone column
with Dr. Rettew or a mentor, please contact con-

nect@jaacap.org.
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