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Abstract: 
 
 
Studies have shown that children and adolescents with depression 
who are treated with antidepressants show a significant 
improvement in their depressive symptoms. In addition, although 
the FDA found that children have a higher rate of suicidal 
thoughts when treated with antidepressants, this article found no 
difference in the amount of suicidal thoughts/attempts between 
children treated with antidepressant medication and children 
treated with placebo. This indicates that the benefits of 
antidepressants in children outweigh the risks in most cases.  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
This document was created by a medical student enrolled in the 
Primary Care Clerkship at the University of Minnesota Medical 

School as part of the course project.  The aim of the project is 
to present information on a medical topic in the format of a 

patient education handout.  It does not necessarily reflect the 
views of the University of Minnesota Medical School physicians 
and faculty.  These materials are provided for informational 

purposes only and are in no way intended to take the place of the 
advice and recommendations of your personal health care provider.  
The information provided may no longer be up to date since it has 
not been reviewed since the date of creation.  The information 
provided should not be used to diagnose a health problem or 

disease, or as a means of determining treatment.  In the event of 
a medical emergency, immediately contact a doctor or call 911. 
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Risks of  Treatment 
 

For most children, the benefits of 
anti-depressant medication far 
outweigh the risks. However, anti-
depressant medication can have 
several side effects. Most are mild 
and temporary like stomach upset 
and fatigue. But some studies 
have shown an increase in 
thoughts of death and suicide in 
children who take anti-depressant 
medication. While this only 
happens to a very small 
percentage of children, it is a side 
effect that should be watched for 
by you, your child, and your 
pediatrician. You should contact 
your pediatrician or your local 
emergency room for evaluation if 
your child begins to have more 
thoughts of death and suicide 
while taking medication. 
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What should I 
expect at my child’s 

clinic visit?

 

 

 

How do I know if  
my child is 
depressed? 

Treatment for 
Childhood 
Depression  

Cognitive Behavioral Therapy1-2% of children and 3-8% of 
adolescents have symptoms that 
qualify them for a diagnosis of 
depression. The symptoms are 
very similar to the symptoms 
experienced by adults, but may 
be noticed as changes in social 
interaction, poor academic 
performance, or difficult family 
relations. These symptoms 
include: 
 

When you and your child visit the 
pediatrician, he or she will 
complete several tasks during your 
visit. These may include: 

This is a form of counseling 
performed by a psychologist or 
therapist to help your child realize, 
work through, and eventually 
improve the emotions and behaviors 
that are distressing to him/her. 

1 Asking questions to get to know 
your child and what his or her 
school, extracurricular activities 
and home life are like. If your 
child is old enough, the doctor 
may also ask to speak with your 
child alone for part of the visit.  

 

Medication 
There are several medication options 
that have been shown to be effective 
for treating depression in children. 
These work by altering the natural 
chemicals in our brain. While side 
effects exist, most are temporary and 
often the benefits outweigh the risks.

2 Asking questions about the 
symptoms your child is 
experiencing and why they 
concern you and your child. 

• Loss of interest or 
pleasure in daily 
activities 

 

• Depressed mood or 
irritability most days of 
the week 

Combination Therapy

• Weight loss or gain 

• Trouble sleeping 

• Low energy level 

• Feelings of 
worthlessness or guilt 

• Lack of concentration 

• Thoughts of death or 
suicide 

• Alcohol or drug abuse 

3 Asking about family history of 
depression. 

 
Studies have shown that combining 
cognitive behavioral therapy with 
anti-depressant medication is the 
fastest and most effective treatment 
for childhood depression. 

4 Having you or your child answer 
a list of questions that help the 
doctor determine how severe 
your child’s depression is.    

Parent Education5 Performing a physical exam and 
medical tests that rule out any 
causes of depression that are 
outside the brain, such as thyroid 
disease, and to make sure your 
child’s body can tolerate 
medication if needed. 

 
If you have a child with depression, 
it is important for you to understand 
what your child is experiencing and 
how you can help. This can improve 
your relationship with your child and 
enable you to better monitor your 
child’s mood at home. 




