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Scope of the Problem

Canada

1 in 5 have serious MH problems

World

1 in 7 have serious MH problems

Elia et al., 2023; Georgiades et al., 2019; Global Health Data Exchange, 2019

Suicide

Leading cause of death

– youth in high income 

countries

– issue for boys

–17.6% of all deaths

– for boys

UNICEF, 2020

17.6% 
all deaths
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Enormous continuity 

• 50-75% of adult mental disorders    

begin before age 15 

Johnson et al., 2017; Kim-Cohen et al., 2003; Kessler et al., 2001; 2007; Weisz, 1998

High Social 
Anxiety Symptoms

20x Depression

16x SAD

13x Agoraphobia

13x GAD

Adulthood

Grade 5 to 12

Krygsman & Vaillancourt, 2022
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MH problems in adults 

are the leading cause of 

disability worldwide
Copeland et al., 2015; Whiteford et al., 2013 

MH of youth strongly 

linked MH of caregivers

– nesting effect

NASEM, 2019
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Risk is not equally shared

• Socioeconomically disadvantaged youth

– 25-39%  for children of low-income families

• Girls more affected than boys

– exceptions are externalizing problems and ASD

APA, 2022; Guhn et al., 2020 

Service Gaps

• Only 20% of youth receive services

– Youth with severely impairing MD 
received Tx at  rate

– Recent immigrants are less likely 
to access MH care 

Durbin et al., 2015; 
Mental Health Commission 
of Canada, 2017; 
Merikangas et al., 2011
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Bullying causes 

mental health 

issues

Bullying is a 

systematic 

abuse of power
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>134 million 

5 6 7 8 9 10 11 12

Grade

high increasing-decreasing-sharp
transition drop (10.7%)

decreasing-increasing/stable
(11.4%)

low decreasing (77.9%)

Bullying Victimization
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Priority of relationships

• Need to belong is a 

fundamental human 

motivator

• Social ties are not just a 

luxury, they’re essential for 

optimal development 
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Bullying 

victimization

thwarts need to 

belong

Negatively 

impacts all 

aspects of 

functioning

Bullying 

victimization

thwarts need to 

belong

Negatively 

impacts all 

aspects of 

functioning
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Concurrent Correlates

Beeson & Vaillancourt, 2016; Vaillancourt et al., 2013, 2010,  2017; Vaillancourt, 2018

• academic difficulties
• increased absenteeism
• somatic complaints
• stress-related illness
• physical health 

problems

• low self-esteem
• depression
• social withdrawal
• social anxiety
• loneliness
• suicide
• aggressive behaviour

Poorly treated youth get 

mad or sad

• Immediate 

• Long-term

23

24



2023-11-01

13

“Strong evidence exists for a causal relationship between 

bullying victimization, mental health problems and 

substance use”. 

American Psychologist, 2015
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Depression

Anxiety

Suicidality
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OR

1.7 child abuse

4.7 bullied

3.5 both
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• Individual & 

societal economic 

impacts
– 4 decades after 

exposure
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• Bullied in childhood = < employed in mid-life
– Impacted mid-life income and accumulated wealth

• Higher societal employment costs for men

• Higher health service costs for women
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Bullying Victimization 

Lower Grades

Poorer Attendance

Poorer Engagement

Drop-out

Academic Outcomes
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Indirect Effects

Lower Grades

Poorer Attendance

Poorer Engagement

Drop-out

Academic Outcomes

Neurobiology of Bullying Victimization
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Physical pain network is 
activated when a person 
experiences social pain

• share similar neural 
structures

• linked to evolution

Social pain impacts inflammation 

PNAS, 2014
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Knack & Vaillancourt, 2012; Palamarchuk & Vaillancourt, 2021, 2022; 

Vaillancourt, 2018; Vaillancourt et al., 2008, 2010, 2011, 2013, 2017, 2018; Vaillancourt & Palamarchuk, 2021

Bullying victimization

Memory and learning 
impairment

HPA 
dysregulation

Disrupted 
neurogenesis 

Depression, anxiety, etc.

Youth Mental 

Health

Mental Health 

Impacts

Education 

Impacts

Prevention and 

Intervention 

Bullying victimization

41

42



2023-11-01

22

Ttofi & Farrington, 2011 Gaffney et al., 2019

20-23%  perpetration 19-20%  perpetration 

17-20%  victimization 15-16%  victimization

Effectiveness of School-Bullying Intervention

Effective up until 

middle-school
(Yeager et al., 2015)

Decline 

worldwide, with 

few exceptions.

Increased 

supervision
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tracy.vaillancourt@uottawa.ca

X vaillancourt_dr
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