
Teenagers are complex, 
emotional, wonderful human 
beings—but when the sadness 
runs deep and doesn’t seem to 
lift, it’s more than just growing 
pains. Major Depressive 
Disorder (MDD) is real, serious, 
and treatable. This handout is 
for parents and caregivers who 
want to understand what 
depression looks like in teens, 
what to watch for, and how to 
help.

Everyone feels down 
sometimes. But depression in 
teens isn’t just moodiness or 
the occasional "bad day." It’s a 
mental health condition that 
affects how they think, feel, 
and function—and it can make 
everyday life feel impossibly 
heavy.

The good news? With the right 
support, teens can and do 
recover. Early awareness is key.

It’s easy to miss depression in 
teens. It doesn’t always look 
like sadness. Sometimes it 
shows up as silence. Or anger. 
Or dropping grades. Or “I’m 
fine” said one too many times.

Here are some signs that might 
suggest something deeper is 
going on:
• Pulling away from friends, 

family, or activities they once 
enjoyed

• Feeling tired all the time or 
having trouble sleeping

• Saying things like “I don’t 
care,” “What’s the point?” or 
“I’m just tired”

• Sudden changes in eating—
eating too much or too little

Depression is treatable—and 
teens respond well to the right 
kind of care.

Treatment Options May 
Include:
• Therapy: Cognitive Behavioral 

Therapy (CBT) or other 
evidence-based approaches 
with a trained teen-focused 
therapist

• Medication: In some cases, 
antidepressants may be 
prescribed and carefully 
monitored

• Lifestyle adjustments: Better 
sleep, nutrition, reduced 
screen time, regular 
movement

• Family therapy: To strengthen 
support at home

• School accommodations: If 
academic pressures are 
worsening symptoms

• The treatment plan depends 
on your teen’s specific needs, 
but most importantly—it 
starts with reaching out.

• Listen Without Fixing
• Sometimes the best thing you 

can do is just listen. No 
advice. No judgment. Just 
your presence.

• Normalize Mental Health
• Let them know that mental 

health is just as real and valid 
as physical health—and 
getting help is a strength, not 
a flaw.

• Watch Closely

• If symptoms last more than 2 
weeks, or you notice 
worsening mood or risky 
behavior, it’s time to reach 
out for help.

Depression isn’t about 
weakness or lack of resilience. 
It’s a mix of biology, brain 
chemistry, environment, and life 
stress.

Some contributing factors 
include:
• Family history of depression 

or other mental health 
conditions

• Hormonal changes (especially 
during puberty)

• High stress, bullying, 
academic pressure, or trauma

• Chronic illness or pain
• Big life changes—like divorce, 

loss, or moving

There isn’t always one clear 
reason. And that’s okay. What 
matters most is what we do 
next.
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Call your doctor, go to the ER, 
or contact a crisis line if your 
teen:
• Talks about wanting to die or 

not exist
• Has a plan to harm 

themselves or others
• Is engaging in risky behavior 

that puts them in danger
You are not overreacting. You 
are protecting your child.

When to Seek 
Immediate Help 
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• Trouble concentrating, 
remembering things, or 
making decisions

• Unexplained aches and pains
• Feeling worthless, hopeless, 

or unusually guilty
• Self-harm or talk of death or 

suicide

If your gut tells you something’s 
not right, trust it. Your child may 
not have the words—but your 
concern matters.

Major Depressive 
Disorder in Teens


