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Citing mounting evidence of  
o n g o i n g  h a r m ,  U S  S u r g e o n 
General Vivek H Murthy this week 
issued a public health advisory on 
the mental health challenges con-
fronting youth, a rare warning 
and call to action to address what 
he called an emerging crisis exac-
erbated by pandemic hardships.

Symptoms of  depression and 
anxiety have doubled during the 
pandemic, with 25% of  youth 
experiencing depressive symp-
toms and 20% experiencing anxie-
ty symptoms. There also appear to 
be increases in negative emotions 
or behaviours such as impulsivity 
and irritability. In early 2021, 
emergency department visits in 
the US for suspected suicide 
attempts were 51% higher for ado-
lescent girls and 4% higher for 
adolescent boys compared to the 
same time period in early 2019.

“It would be a tragedy if  we beat 
back one public health crisis only 
to allow another to grow in its 
place,” Murthy wrote. “Mental 
health challenges in children, ado-
lescents, and young adults are 
real, and they are widespread. But 
they are treatable, and often pre-
ventable.”

Even before the pan-
demic, children from all 
backgrounds faced seri-
ous mental health chal-
lenges. But nearly two 
years of  disruption took 
a toll  and worsened 
their mental health.

P a n d e m i c - r e l a t e d 
s a f e t y  m e a s u r e s 
r e d u c e d  i n - p e r s o n 
interact ions  among 
children, friends, social 
supports and profes-
sionals such as teach-
ers, school counselors, 
pediatricians and child 
welfare workers. This 
isolation made it “hard-
er to recognise signs of  
child abuse,  mental 
health concerns, and 
other challenges.” the 
advisory states.

A surgeon general’s 
advisory is a public 
statement intended to 

focus national attention to an 
urgent public health issue and 
provide recommendations for how 
it should be addressed. The advi-
sory calls for a broad-based and 
rapid response from government, 
social media companies, commu-
nity groups, schools, teachers, par-
ents and even students —and list-
ed resources available to them.
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Surgeon general warns of emerging 
youth mental health crisis

A child works on a math 
problem during a remote school 
session at home in Detroit, 
Michigan, US. (Reuters)


