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What does this issue being identified (or not identified) as a “social problem” reveal about societal values?


The number one cause of teen suicide is untreated depression (trappedminds.org). The suicide rate in teenagers has quadrupled in the last quarter century, making it the third leading cause of adolescent death in the nation (Nunley). The statistics are startling, yet major adolescent depression is an issue that continues to be ignored by the general public. Many attribute this problem to parents, who often mistake their adolescent’s depression as “moodiness” and assume it to be a temporary stage of life. However, the true root of the problem is not parents and society being unaware of teenage depression, but rather America being unwilling to admit depression as a significant social problem. Although depression in adolescents has become more well-known in recent years, Americans are still unable to understand and identify the legitimate difficulties associated with this particular mental illness. 


Despite recent advancements in the field of psychology, depression, especially in children, is still not being identified as a social problem. Although depression is becoming increasingly common, it is one of the oldest diseases in the history of medicine. As early as the fourth century, symptoms of "melancholia" were well known and attributed to an excess of "black bile." In other words, depression was first thought of as a physical illness. The loss of appetite, sleeplessness, irritability, and general despondency of depression were believed to have a physical, not a psychological, cause. In the nineteenth century, a psychological understanding of the illness began to develop and the term depression was invented to substitute for melancholia.  (Empfield and Bakalar). However, historically, little progress and research have been done in understanding adolescent depression. In the past, Freudian psychoanalysis viewed depression as a condition solely affecting adults since Freud himself did not believe that children were capable of such mental illnesses. Unfortunately, such past beliefs may still be affecting society’s views today. According to an article Lamarine wrote for the Journal of School Health, he considers that in children, depression may often be mistaken for other conditions such as attention deficit disorder, aggressiveness, physical illness, sleep and eating disorders and hyperactivity. Society is still unconsciously holding on to the ancient beliefs of depression being a physical rather than psychological matter. Many still view depression today merely as a result of chemical imbalance or genetic factors, while a majority of depression actually stems from certain styles of thinking and unfortunate experiences (clinical-depression.co.uk). Among psychiatrists and other mental health care professionals, the extent of the disability caused by depression is vastly underestimated. Other diseases and disorders may get more press or more research money, or more sympathy and concern from a well-meaning public, but major depression causes more long-term human misery than any other single disease (Empfield and Bakalar). While more and more research and publicizing of depression can be seen in recent years, Americans still do not seem to respond to the urgency of the issue. 


Although depression continues to spread throughout the general public, society as a whole does not seem to identify depression as a legitimate mental illness, unlike alcoholism. One possible reason as to why teenage depression is not recognized as a significant social issue is because depression tends to affect one and only one person, while other social problems such as alcoholism affect a multitude of people. According to the American Council of Alcoholism, (ACA) alcoholism is characterized by continuous or periodic: impaired control over drinking, preoccupation with the drug alcohol, use of alcohol despite adverse consequences, and distortions in thinking, most notably denial. The negative effects of an addiction to alcohol are catastrophic. In the year of 2000 alone there were 19,358 alcohol-induced deaths in the United States, not including motor vehicle fatalities (NVSR). Alcoholism is an issue that cannot easily be ignored. On the other hand, depression tends to affect only one individual and is often aggravated by thoughts and past upsetting experiences. For example, an adolescent is often subject to peer pressure, academic stress, and struggles with identity issues throughout junior high and high school. Such memories may trigger feelings of neglect, anger, and nausea. These memories reside only within the individual himself, and often times individuals and peers will ignore such emotions because they assume them to be temporary and trivial. Today, an adolescent will finds it challenging to communicate his emotions because in American culture it is a societal taboo to address or express one’s feelings. Not only is expression of emotions difficult enough, but people tend to assume that have a superficial idea of depression-related emotions. For example, if a teenager became greatly saddened by the death of a relative, people would believe that depression was a natural response and within a matter of months it would eventually peter out. In reality, the teenager may have major depression and be prone to suicidal thoughts and actions. Therefore, the fact that social issues such as alcoholism are obvious and can be easily recognized while depression is often an internal and hidden issue shows why society is still unable to identify teenage depression as a legitimate issue. 


Compounding the issue of depression is that not only are we reluctant to acknowledge it as a legitimate problem, but our societal structure actually contributes to its existence. Interestingly enough, in other societies and cultures, depression is virtually nonexistent while depression rates in America continue to rise ever higher. Societies such as the Amish and a particular locale in New Guinea show no signs of depression because, according to Morris, their group takes care of the individual when a problem arises. Such cultures may be primitive by our standards, but because community is of great value to the society, depression is a rarity. American culture, by contrast, tends to focus on the self and social isolation instead of community (Yapko). Society today places a much higher value on material possessions rather than close relationships. Commercials and advertisements bombarding people with narcissistic images and messages of how the use of certain products will improve their lives are practically unavoidable for an individual living in the United States. Within school systems, adolescents must wear the right clothes and jewelery and dress in an acceptable manner in order to achieve any sort of social status within the school hierarchy system. Without such clothes, adolescents on the bottom level of the hierarchy are often ridiculed and taunted, showing that friendships in the adolescent stage are based on material possessions rather than the content of each others’ character. Another factor contributing to social isolation involves the ever-increasing divorce rates in the United States. The dissolution of the nuclear family has given children a home filled with broken relationships and physical social isolation from one or both parents. The negative effects of such divorce cannot be denied. Research has shown that children of divorced parents have more emotional and behavioral problems and do less well in school than children who live with both their biological parents (Mathony). The social values of placing material goods of close relationships and social structure of the dissolved nuclear family contribute to a lack of community contributing to high depression rates. 


Adolescent depression is an issue that should not be ignored any longer and by recognizing depression as a legitimate social issue, the feasibility of reducing depression and making resources available can help to reduce depression rates throughout society. Major adolescent depression is a social issue that needs to be responded to immediately. Estimates have revealed that eight percent of adolescents suffer from depression at some time during a one-year period, making it much more common than other adolescent issues such as eating disorders (Empfield and Bakalar). Also because teenagers suffer major depression, statistics show that within the next 24 hours 1,439 teens will attempt suicide. The potential of teenagers suffering emotional damage and suicide must be eliminated. Investing more money and research into depression research will result in better drug medication for the small number of adolescents have chemical imbalances. Psychotherapy and counseling specifically targeting adolescents would be very helpful. Publicizing and recognizing the importance of identifying depression is important as well. Encourage friends and family to be concerned about a particular teenager who tends to ruminate about trivial matters and has unusual mood swings. 


At the heart of the matter, is the matter of the heart. Yes, there were other factors discussed earlier, such as how the physicality of depression is still attributed to  depression and the fact that depression tends to be internal and secretive, but these are minute to the lack of community existing in American society. Because peers, friends, and family find it uncomfortable and taboo to express their feelings, untreated major depression continues to pose a threat to many teenagers’ lives and futures. The lack of identifying depression reveals that America’s focus has been more on social isolation and the self. So perhaps the best solution would be to ask questions that probe the heart of the depressed adolescent before it becomes too late. 
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