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Preface to "Mental Illness in Children" 

1. Childhood Development: Life Stages and Their Impact

Childhood is a stage of life that is filled with potential for development, and the early years of

childhood see immense physical changes in growth; mastery over body functions like movement; 

the acquisition of language and cognitive development to understand their own and others' thinking 

and reasoning; and the psychosocial development of trust in the world, comfort in the care they 

receive from parents and caregivers, and the sense of being secure in themselves that this engenders. 

Bowlby placed great emphasis on the enduring emotional bonds the child needs to develop with 

key adults in their early life, identifying security and healthy family processes as important factors 

in future resilience and social competence [1]. This human development approach to child growth 

and development identifies what a child needs at any particular age to promote normal growth and 

development, to minimise risk, and foster protective factors to ensure that they thrive and prosper. 

The concepts of 'normative' or 'non-normative' development are often applied to gain a sense 

of whether or not a child is in a 'healthy or desirable state for someone to be in at a given age' ([2], 

p. 109). When something is characterised as non-normative, it suggests that what is happening is not

usual or typical, with perhaps gaps in a child's individual functioning resulting in some subsequent 

impairment. When health is impaired, it can have minor to major impacts on a child's emotional and 

social wellbeing. 

A child's health status is also influenced by parental factors, such as a family's socioeconomic 

situation. Poverty and low family income can adversely affect the health, education, and self-esteem 

of children, compromising their growth and development and general societal participation. A par­

ent's own ill-health, mental illness, housing instability, or social isolation can affect their capacity to 

effectively parent their child, provide them with supportive childhood relationships, and ensure their 

access to the services they need to protect them from the development of health problems. The impact 

of chronic stress on a child and how this can affect their development is well noted [3]. 

2. The Impact of Mental Health Problems

The prevalence of mental disorder in children in Australia finds that around one in seven (13.9%)

children and adolescents aged 4-17 years, experience a mental disorder [4], equivalent to an estimated 

560,000 Australian children and adolescents. Many of these children and young people are not in 

contact with therapeutic or support services, their mental distress left unacknowledged and without 

intervention, with increased risk of growing and developing with personal and social difficulties. 

These difficulties are frequently associated with challenges across family, education and learning, 

school attendance, physical health, and offending behaviour [5]. The primary health care system 

is typically the 'front door' for children with mental health concerns, with the specialist Child and 

Adolescent Mental Health Services offering a service for children with more severe problems. However, 

access to these services can be difficult, with lengthy waiting times, the need to prove eligibility for a 

service, and the often short-term service responses, all of which increase vulnerability and can have a 

devastating impact on family life [6]. 

By and large, the mental health problems children experience can be categorised as behaviour 

disorders, developmental disorders, and emotional disorders [6]. Behaviour (or conduct) disorders 

are characterised by a pattern of antisocial, aggressive, or deviant behaviour. The DSM-5 (Diagnostic 
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