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Are you worried about your daughter having the "blues" or

feelings of depression? Know that you’re not alone. Let’s

look at why girls experience this common problem and

how to best support them.

The role of hormones in teenage depression

The hormonal changes that come with puberty not only affect kids physically but also
emotionally. As clinical psychologist and self-esteem expert Dr. Tara Cousineau
explains, this is especially true for girls. “The pubertal process for boys tends to be
slower and extend over a longer period of time and boys don’t experience rapid
shifts in hormones as girls do,” she says. Talking to your daughter about the impact
hormones may have on her moods can help her understand that what she is
experiencing is perfectly normal.

However, hormones don’t always tell the full story, so don’t be too quick to write off
her moodiness as just a passing phase. Her bodily changes can also interact with
other environmental factors that may contribute to depressive feelings.

Stress and depression in teenagers

Adults aren’t the only ones affected by our troubled economy. Kids often worry about
their future, anything from being accepted to the "right" college to securing a stable
job when they’ve grown up. A recent survey by the American Psychological
Association has shown the level of stress that teens experience is comparable to that
of adults. One third of the teens surveyed reported that stress caused them feelings
of depression or sadness. What’s more, it seems that teen girls in the US are almost
three times more likely to suffer from depression than boys of the same age. A recent
UK survey reported similar findings in that girls between the ages of 15 – 19 had one
of the highest numbers of hospital admissions for stress, behind only middle-aged
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men. Such elevated levels of stress are associated with poor body image, lower self-
esteem and increased depressive symptoms.

Although this data is disturbing, Dr. Cousineau points out that “girls are more likely to
report feeling sad and depressed than boys, given the cultural norms for girls to
express themselves, while boys are encouraged to be strong and stoic.” It’s good
news that girls are more likely to share their feelings, but your daughter may not
confide in you when she’s feeling down; she might prefer to talk to her friends about
her struggles. Some girls may not want to worry their moms. Others may want to
avoid being too closely monitored, especially while their sense of identity and
independence is developing.

What do I do if I suspect my daughter is depressed?

If you think your girl may be struggling with stress or depression, ask questions
about her social life, school and other important areas of her world to gain more
insight into her experience. Tell her you’re happy to lend a nonjudgemental ear if she
wants to open up, but you understand if she’d rather not. Explain that keeping her
emotions bottled up can only make them seem worse than they are, so encourage
her talk to her peers, teachers or other family members. You might want to also
suggest she keep a "for her eyes only" journal where she can vent and try to make
sense of her emotions.

Media pressures can also play a part in teenage depression

You may recall the stress that came with trying to fit in and look a certain way when
you were younger. Internationally acclaimed author Dr. Jean Kilbourne asserts that
these pressures are worse for girls today than they were 40 years ago, thanks to the
thousands of images of unattainable beauty they’re likely to be exposed to on a
weekly basis.

Dr. Cousineau explains: “Cultural standards for beauty are so narrow and the
majority of girls and women can’t – and will never – physically fit into these ideal
image myths. For girls who may have vulnerability to low self-esteem or familial
history of anxiety or depression, the challenges in early teenage years may trigger
stress reactions and develop into bouts of depression.”

Have regular discussions with your daughter about the messages society sends
about beauty and deconstruct them together. For advice on how to do this, see our
"Role of Media" section.” By helping her become media literate, you can give her an
invaluable tool in resisting harmful media messages.

Author Sharon Haywood, health/body image activist and writer.

Action checklist:  
Signs of depression in teenagers: how to differentiate

between the "blues" and depression

From the changes that come with puberty to the pressures of excelling
academically, succeeding socially and meeting unrealistic beauty ideals, it
can be challenging to tell if your daughter is experiencing fleeting moodiness
or more serious depression. Symptoms can be similar, but if they are
persistent for two weeks or longer, it could indicate depression – and you
should talk to her doctor.

Common signs of depression in teenagers include sadness, withdrawal from
family or friends, irritability or lack of interest in activities she normally enjoys.
A drastic change in her sleeping or eating habits may also be an indicator of
depression. Additionally, some girls experience a drop in their academic
performance, but not all girls do.

Dr. Madeline Levine, a psychologist who has researched children from
affluent families, writes in her best-selling book, The Price of Privilege, “What
looks like healthy assimilation into the family and community – getting high
grades, conforming to parents’ and community standards and being
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receptive to the interests and activities valued by others – can be deceptive.
Kids can present as models of competence and still lack a fundamental
sense of who they are. Psychologists call this the "false self", and it is highly
correlated with a number of emotional problems, most notably depression.”

Some kids strive to solely please their parents instead of being motivated by
their own autonomy. The key to avoiding this is helping your daughter create
an authentic sense of self. Encourage her independence, relieve her of your
expectations, and support her in identifying her own values and interests.

What next: Actions or steps to help ward off
depressive feelings

Share with your daughter

A lack of physical activity, sufficient sleep or regular nutritious meals can

exacerbate negative emotions. Help her understand the importance of self

care to minimize depressive feelings.

If she has started menstruating, help her become more in tune with the

physical and emotional changes that happen before and during her period

by encouraging her to track her cycle. Support her in finding an online

tracking app that makes it easy for her to do so.

If your daughter has yet to begin menstruation, have plenty of

conversations about it before it starts. That way, she will feel much more

emotionally equipped to manage her period when the time comes.

Should you suspect your daughter is feeling depressed or down, avoid

being confrontational. Instead, engage her in an activity – anything from

doing the dishes to walking the dog – and ask gentle questions about

specific areas of her life to get a better sense of what she is going through.

Help your daughter recognize that sadness is an emotion that is part of the

human experience. The goal should be to learn how to manage it, not

ignore it. Help her devise different coping strategies that she can employ

when it happens to her.
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