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Environmental Risk Factors for Children and Adolescents Suffering from
Depressive Disorder : Clinical Aspects

Moon-Soo Lee, M.D.
Department of Psychiatry, Korea University Guro Hospital, Korea University College of Medicine, Seoul, Korea

This summary of literature during the past year reviews published studies relating to risk factors for depressive dis-
orders in children and adolescents. Risk factors include environmental toxins, socio-environmental, and genetic factors.
As depression has a complex, multifactorial causal mechanism, it is likely that the accumulation and/ or interaction
among multiple risk factors lead to depression. Findings related to the result of toxin exposure have been difficult to
interpret given that risk factors tend to interact and that higher mental functions are not easily measurable. However,
some findings have been consistent. Clinical research data has also shown that the risk for negative outcomes may be
modified both by genetic and environmental factors through a gene environment interplay mechanism.
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Table 1. Risk factors for depression in children and adolescents®

Risk factors

General findings

Gender

Genes

Parental depression
of non-depressed parents

Subsyndromal depressive symptoms

Anxiety

Temperament/personality
and depression

Biology

Negative cognitions
Stress and trauma
Responses to stress

Rates of depression are greater in females than males

Depression is heritable, but not inevitable
Offspring of depressed parents are at greater risk for depression compared to offspring

Subsyndromal depressive symptoms predict later major depressive disorder
Anxiety tends to precede and predict depression
Negative emotionality predicts depression, and may mediate the link between genes

Depression is characterized by neurobiological dysregulation and left frontal hypoactivation
Negative cognitions predict depression, particularly under conditions of stress

Recent stress and early adversity predict depression, Depressed persons generate stress
Maladaptive responses (e.g., rumination, avoidance) mediate and moderate the relation

between stress and depression

Interpersonal relationships

Problems in interpersonal relationships (e.g., dysfunctional families, peer rejection) are

associated with depression in children and adolescents
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