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Learning Objectives

Prevalence of MH Disorders

 13.4% = Worldwide 
– Polanczyk et al., 2015

 15-20% = Economically advanced countries
– Vaillancourt & Boylan, 2018

Adolescent MH is a growing concern

UNICEF (2017)

 Suicide—leading cause of death among 

youth in high income countries

–17.6% of all deaths

–Particular problem for boys
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Enormous continuity 

 50-75% of adult MH disorders begin 

before age 15 

Kim-Cohen et al., 2003; Kessler et al., 2001; 2007; Weisz, 1998

 In youth…

leading cause of health-related burden

 In adults…

leading cause of disability worldwide

– 14.3% of deaths world wide are attributable to 

mental disorders

Copeland et al., 2015; UNICEF, 2008; Whiteford et al., 2013 

• How do we reduce this burden of 

illness? 

• Improve children’s peer relations

Long term consequences

• academic difficulties

• school 
truancy/avoidance

• increased 
absenteeism

• somatic complaints

• stress-related illness

• physical health 
problems

• low self-esteem

• depression

• social 
withdrawal/isolation

• social anxiety

• loneliness

• suicide

• aggressive behaviour

Poorly treated youth either get mad or they get sad
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Temporal Sequence 

Poor peer 
treatment

Poor mental 
health

Temporal Sequence 

Poor mental 
health

Poor peer 
treatment

Poorer 
mental health

Why this pattern of impairment? 

The need to belong is a 

fundamental human motivator
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The priority of peer relationships

• Social ties are not just a luxury, they are 

essential for optimal development 

• Evidence from social deprivation…

– Isolating people from others

UN Convention Against Torture

• “…torture means any act by which severe pain or 
suffering, whether physical or mental, is intentionally 
inflicted on a person for such purposes as obtaining from 
him or a third person information or a confession, 
punishing him for an act he or a third person has 
committed or is suspected of having committed, or 
intimidating or coercing him or a third person, or for any 
reason based on discrimination of any kind, when such 
pain or suffering is inflicted by or at the instigation of or 
with the consent or acquiescence of a public official or 
other person acting in an official capacity. It does not 
include pain or suffering arising only from, inherent in or 
incidental to lawful sanctions”.

UN Convention Against Torture

• “…torture means any act by which severe pain or 
suffering, whether physical or mental, is intentionally 
inflicted on a person for such purposes as obtaining from 
him or a third person information or a confession, 
punishing him for an act he or a third person has 
committed or is suspected of having committed, or 
intimidating or coercing him or a third person, or for any 
reason based on discrimination of any kind, when such 
pain or suffering is inflicted by or at the instigation of or 
with the consent or acquiescence of a public official or 
other person acting in an official capacity. It does not 
include pain or suffering arising only from, inherent in or 
incidental to lawful sanctions”.

Extended solitary confinement

Shunning

Infant Mortality

• Late 19th to early 

20thcenturies

–  100% of infants admitted 

to foundling homes died 

before 1st birthday 
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NYC vs. Bellevue 

Rene Spitz (1887-1974)

• Issues of social deprivation best illustrated 

by documentary film of Mexican Foundling 

Homes

– Kids resembled concentration camp victims 

– Behaviour was consistent with what is seen in 

autism

Scientific community went nuts

– Biases sample

– Small sample size 

Why this reaction?

– Correlation does not imply causation 

Romanian Orphanages 

• 1980s 65,000 children placed in orphanages 

• 85% were placed within their 1st year of life

• Child-caregiver ratio 

– 10:1 infants

– 20:1 for children >3

• Infants spend 20h/day in crib unattended

• Cognitive, social, and physical deficits well 

documented

– 40% diagnosed with mental disorder 

– 15% of general population

Ames, 1997; Ames & Carter, 1992; O’Connor & Rutter, 2000; Rutter, 1998
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US 2018 Child Separation Policy

• Separating immigrant children from their 

mothers to deter asylum-seekers

• 1,995 immigrant children separated from 

parents

– Department of Homeland Security

– April 19 to May 31, 2018

• 70K migrant children held in US government 

custody in 2019

• Strict immigration policies 

– increase time children spend in detention

Impact of inhumane policies Social isolation among older people

• Loneliness— robust risk of morbidity and 

mortality

– Particularly pronounced in older people

– Example: loneliness doubles the odd of mortality

• Patterson et al., 2010

OHIO COUPLE MARRIED 70 

YEARS DIE 15 HOURS APART

AP: April 19, 2014

NASHPORT, Ohio (AP) -- A couple who held hands at breakfast every morning even after 

70 years of marriage have died 15 hours apart.

Helen Felumlee, of Nashport, died at 92 on April 12. Her husband, 91-year-old Kenneth 

Felumlee, died the next morning…

The need to belong is a 

fundamental human motivator
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Harry Harlow (1905-1981)

• Interested in love

• Studied maternal 

deprivation

Protest Despair Detachment

http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Image:Sigmund_Freud-loc.jpg


2019-12-19

8

Attachment 

• Continuous process

–Parental 

–Siblings

– Teachers

–Peers

• Sets the stage for other relationships

–Prototype

Peers 
Only

Mothers 
Only

Mothers 
and Peers

Beyond Caregiver Attachment

• Juvenile monkeys thrived when raised 

among family and peers

– NOT when isolated from either during infancy

– Especially not when isolated from peers

• Relationships are essential for optimal 

development

– Although parent-child attachment was important, 

for Harlow’s monkeys, peer relationships were 

critical for optimal development

Importance of Peers

• Parents often primary source of 

social/emotional support for young children

• BUT as children age, peer group becomes 

more important 

– Harris, 1995, 2011
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Neurophysiological Evidence “I feel like, emotionally, they have been 

beating me with a stick for 42 years”

• People can relive and re-experience social 

pain more easily than physical pain

• Emotions felt are more intense and painful

• Physical pain is often short lived whereas 

social pain can last a life time

Chen et al., 2008

Sir Winston Churchill

“Criticism may not be agreeable, but it is necessary. It 

fulfills the same function as pain in the human 

body. It calls attention to an unhealthy state of 

things”

Parts of cortical physical pain network also activated 

when a person is socially excluded

• Physical and social pain share similar neural 

structures

• Linked to evolution

Neural Alarm

• Rejection is differentiated in less than 500ms 

by children

– Using event-related potentials (ERPs) to study 

neural activity that occurs when a person is 

rejected

Crowley et al., 2010
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We are hard-wired to belong • Most consistent asset of resilient children…

– Strong bond with competent adults

–Good peer relationships 

Luthar et al., 2000; Meichenbaum, 2005; Vaillancourt et al., 2010, 2011, 2013, 2018

• Brain matures faster in adolescence when 

children are exposed to stress in early 

childhood

– The brain matures too soon 

Stress and development
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Belonging is a basic human need

• We have a fundamental, biologically-based 

drive to form emotional bonds and 

attachments with others

Peers matter for health and well-being

Peers 
Only

Mothers 
Only

Mothers 
and Peers


