
THE MENTAL HEALTH CONTINUUM

Mental Health includes all states of health, from wellness to illness. Important at every stage of life, 
mental health describes a person’s emotional, psychological, and social well-being, which affects 
the way a person thinks, feels, and behaves.

Just like physical health, mental health lies on a continuum and continuously shifts, changes, and evolves 
during a lifetime. The graphic below helps to identify the current state of a person’s mental health in rela-
tionship to functioning and includes some of the factors that contribute to wellness or illness on the mental 
health continuum.

If you observe one or more of the signs of concern listed below, ask yourself where it fits on the mental 
health continuum as it relates to your child’s ability to perform any of the essential life functions. Even mild 
impairment might be an early warning sign worth investigating.

The Youth Mental Health Project™ EMPOWERS families and communities to act with 
the KNOWLEDGE, SKILLS and RESOURCES they need to support the 
SOCIAL, EMOTIONAL, MENTAL, and BEHAVIORAL 
health of youth.

UNDERSTANDING AND SUPPORTING YOUTH MENTAL HEALTH



• Difficulty with socializing or playing with others
• Intense difficulty with separation
• Extreme difficulty or inability to toilet train after

the age of 3, bowel holding
• Excessive, inconsolable crying or sadness
• Inability to fall or stay asleep, excessive lack of

sleep
• Explosive and prolonged tantrums

• Become withdrawn
• Resist authority
• Become disruptive or aggressive at home or in 

the classroom
• Experiment with high-risk behaviors such as 

underage drinking or prescription drug misuse 
or abuse

• Withdrawing from playgroups and friends 
• Competing more for attention of parents & 

teachers
• Being unwilling to leave home
• Being less interested in schoolwork
• Becoming aggressive
• Having conflict with peers or parents
• Having difficulty concentrating 

AGES 0-51

AGES 12-182

AGES 6-112

Early intervention can help children/adoles-
cents develop important coping and adap-
tive skills (e.g., resilience), allowing them 

to thrive socially, emotionally, academically, and 
physically.  

With proper treatment and support, people with 
a mental health diagnosis can lead productive 
and fulfilling lives.  Early treatment may lessen 
long-term disability and prevent years of 
suffering. 

For more information:
The Youth Mental Health Project

ymhproject.org

National Institute of Mental Health

www.nimh.nih.gov

50%
of lifetime mental health 

conditions begin  
by the age of 14. The 

average delay between 
when symptoms appear 

and intervention is 
approx. 11 years. 3

1. U.S. Department of Health & Human Services
2. SAMHSA
3. NAMI

EARLY WARNING SIGNS: WHEN TO SEEK TREATMENT

Our Understanding and Supporting Youth Mental Health booklet was designed, in partnership with Silver 
Hill Hospital, to provide general guidance for a better understanding of youth mental health development 
through various ages and stages. The booklet contains examples of healthy development markers as well as 
signs of concern. Below are a few examples of signs of concern:




