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Bipolar Disorder  
in Children and Teens
Does your child go through extreme changes in mood and behavior? Does your 
child get much more excited or much more irritable than other kids? Do you notice 
that your child goes through cycles of extreme highs and lows more often than other 
children? Do these mood changes affect how your child acts at school or at home?

Some children and teens with these symptoms may have bipolar disorder, a brain 
disorder that causes unusual shifts in mood, energy, activity levels, and day-to-
day functioning. With treatment, children and teens with bipolar disorder can get 
better over time.

What is bipolar disorder?
Bipolar disorder is a mental disorder that causes people to experience noticeable, 
sometimes extreme, changes in mood and behavior. Sometimes children with 
bipolar disorder feel very happy or “up” and are much more energetic and active 
than usual. This is called a manic episode. Sometimes children with bipolar 
disorder feel very sad or “down” and are much less active than usual. This is 
called a depressive episode.

Bipolar disorder, which used to be called manic-depressive illness or manic 
depression, is not the same as the normal ups and downs every child goes 
through. The mood changes in bipolar disorder are more extreme, often 
unprovoked, and accompanied by changes in sleep, energy level, and the ability 
to think clearly. Bipolar symptoms can make it hard for young people to perform 
well in school or to get along with friends and family members. Some children and 
teens with bipolar disorder may try to hurt themselves or attempt suicide.

Most people are diagnosed with bipolar disorder in adolescence or adulthood, but 
the symptoms can appear earlier in childhood. Bipolar disorder is often episodic, 
but it usually lasts a lifetime.

Signs and symptoms of bipolar disorder may overlap with symptoms of other 
disorders that are common in young people, such as attention-deficit/hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD), conduct problems, major depression, and anxiety disorders. 
Diagnosing bipolar disorder can be complicated and requires a careful and 
thorough evaluation by a trained, experienced mental health professional.

With treatment, children and teens with bipolar disorder can manage their 
symptoms and lead successful lives.
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What causes bipolar disorder?
The exact causes of bipolar disorder are unknown, but several factors may 
contribute to the illness.

For example, researchers are beginning to uncover genetic mechanisms that 
are linked to bipolar disorder and other mental disorders. Research shows that 
people’s chance of having bipolar disorder is higher if they have a close family 
member with the illness, which may be because they have the same genetic 
variations. However, just because one family member has bipolar disorder, it does 
not mean that other members of the family will have it. Many genes are involved in 
the disorder, and no single gene causes it.

Research also suggests that adversity, trauma, and stressful life events may 
increase the chances of developing bipolar disorder in people with a genetic risk 
of having the illness.

Some research studies have found differences in brain structure and function 
between people who have bipolar disorder and those who do not. Researchers 
are studying the disorder to learn more about its causes and effective treatments.
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What are the symptoms of bipolar disorder?
Mood episodes in bipolar disorder include intense emotions along with significant 
changes in sleep habits, activity levels, thoughts, or behaviors. A person with 
bipolar disorder may have manic episodes, depressive episodes, or “mixed” 
episodes. A mixed episode has both manic and depressive symptoms. These 
mood episodes cause symptoms that often last for several days or weeks. During 
an episode, the symptoms last every day for most of the day.

These mood and activity changes are very different from the child’s usual behavior 
and from the behavior of healthy children and teens.

Children and teens having a manic episode may:

• Show intense happiness or silliness for long periods of time.

• Have a very short temper or seem extremely irritable.

• Talk fast about a lot of different things.

• Have trouble sleeping but not feel tired.

• Have trouble staying focused, and experience racing thoughts.

• Seem overly interested or involved in pleasurable but risky activities.

• Do risky or reckless things that show poor judgment.

Children and teens having a depressive episode may:

• Feel frequent and unprovoked sadness.

• Show increased irritability, anger, or hostility.

• Complain a lot about pain, such as stomachaches and headaches.

• Have a noticeable increase in amount of sleep.

• Have difficulty concentrating.

• Feel hopeless and worthless.

• Have difficulty communicating or maintaining relationships.

• Eat too much or too little.

• Have little energy and no interest in activities they usually enjoy.

• Think about death or have thoughts of suicide.
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Can children and teens with bipolar disorder 
have other problems?
Young people with bipolar disorder can have several problems at the same time. 
These include:

• Misuse of alcohol and drugs. Young people with bipolar disorder are at risk of 
misusing alcohol or drugs.

• Attention-deficit/hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). Children and teens who have 
both bipolar disorder and ADHD may have trouble staying focused.

• Anxiety disorders. Children and teens with bipolar disorder also may have an 
anxiety disorder.

Sometimes extreme behaviors go along with mood episodes. During manic 
episodes, young people with bipolar disorder may take extreme risks that they 
wouldn’t usually take or that could cause them harm or injury. During depressive 
episodes, some young people with bipolar disorder may think about running away 
from home or have thoughts of suicide.

If your child shows signs of suicidal thinking, take these signs seriously and call 
your child’s health care provider.

If you think your child is in crisis and needs immediate help, call or text the Suicide 
and Crisis Lifeline at 988 or chat at 988lifeline.org/chat. You can also text the 
Crisis Text Line (GOT5 to 741741). These services are available 24/7 to anyone and 
are completely confidential.

How is bipolar disorder diagnosed?
A health care provider will ask questions about your child’s mood, sleeping 
patterns, energy levels, and behavior. There are no blood tests or brain scans that 
can diagnose bipolar disorder. However, the health care provider may use tests 
to see if something other than bipolar disorder is causing your child’s symptoms. 
Sometimes health care providers need to know about medical conditions in the 
family, such as depression or substance use.

Other disorders have symptoms like those of bipolar disorder, including ADHD, 
disruptive mood regulation disorder, oppositional defiant disorder, conduct 
disorder, and anxiety disorders. It also can be challenging to distinguish bipolar 
disorder from depression that occurs without mania, which is referred to as “major 
depression.” A health care provider who specializes in working with children and 
teens can make a careful and complete evaluation of your child’s symptoms to 
provide the right diagnosis.
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How is bipolar disorder treated?
Children and teens can work with their health care provider to develop a 
treatment plan that will help them manage their symptoms and improve their 
quality of life. It is important to follow the treatment plan, even when your child is 
not currently experiencing a mood episode. Steady, dependable treatment works 
better than treatment that starts and stops.

Treatment options include:

• Medication. Several types of medication can help treat symptoms of bipolar 
disorder. Children respond to medications in different ways, so the right type of 
medication depends on the child. This means children may need to try different 
types of medication to see which one works best for them. Some children may 
need more than one type of medication because their symptoms are complex. 
Children should take the fewest number of medications and the smallest doses 
possible to help their symptoms. A good way to remember this is “start low, go 
slow.” Medications can cause side effects. Always tell your child’s health care 
provider about any problems with side effects. Do not stop giving your child 
medication without speaking to a health care provider. Stopping medication 
suddenly can be dangerous and can make bipolar symptoms worse.

• Psychosocial Therapy. Different kinds of psychosocial therapy can help 
children and their families manage the symptoms of bipolar disorder. 
Therapies that are based on scientific research—including cognitive behavioral 
approaches and family-focused therapy—can provide support, education, and 
guidance to youth and their families. These therapies teach skills that can 
help people manage bipolar disorder, including skills for maintaining routines, 
enhancing emotion regulation, and improving social interactions.
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What can children and teens expect from 
treatment?
With treatment, children and teens with bipolar disorder can get better over time. 
Treatment is more effective when health care providers, parents, and young 
people work together.

Sometimes a child’s symptoms may change or disappear and then come back. 
When this happens, your child’s health care provider may recommend changes 
to the treatment plan. Treatment can take time but sticking with the treatment 
plan can help young people manage their symptoms and reduce the likelihood of 
future episodes.

Your child’s health care provider may recommend keeping a daily life chart or 
mood chart to track your child’s moods, behaviors, and sleep patterns. This may 
make it easier to track the illness and see whether treatment is working.

How can I help my child or teen?
Help begins with the right diagnosis and treatment. Talk to your family health care 
provider about any symptoms you notice.

If your child has bipolar disorder, here are some basic things you can do:

• Be patient.

• Encourage your child to talk and listen to your child carefully.

• Pay attention to your child’s moods and be alert to any major changes.

• Understand triggers and learn strategies for managing intense emotions and 
irritability.

• Help your child have fun.

• Remember that treatment takes time: sticking with the treatment plan can help 
your child get better and stay better.

• Help your child understand that treatment can make life better.
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How does bipolar disorder affect caregivers and 
families?
Caring for a child or teenager with bipolar disorder can be stressful for parents 
and families. Coping with a child’s mood episodes and other problems—such as 
short tempers and risky behaviors—can challenge any caregiver.

It is important that caregivers take care of themselves, too. Find someone you can 
talk to or consult your health care provider about support groups. Finding support 
and strategies for managing stress can help you and your child.

Where do I go for help?
If you’re not sure where to get help, your doctor, pediatrician, or other family 
health care provider is a good place to start. A health care provider can refer you 
to a qualified mental health professional, such as a psychiatrist or psychologist, 
who has experience treating bipolar disorder and can evaluate your child’s 
symptoms.

New York State Mental Health Program Directory
The Mental Health Program Directory provides information on all programs in 
New York State that are operated, licensed or funded by the State Office of 
Mental Health (OMH). This site includes three search options: Basic Search, 
Advanced Search, and Full Directory. Definitions for all programs are available 
under the Support tab, along with directory help and information on program 
data collection. Find services close to you at https://my.omh.ny.gov/bi/pd/saw.
dll?PortalPages#report. 

Mental Health Treatment Program Locator
The Substance Abuse and Mental Health Services Administration (SAMHSA) 
provides this online resource for locating mental health treatment facilities and 
programs. The Mental Health Treatment Locator section of the Behavioral Health 
Treatment Services Locator lists facilities providing mental health services to 
persons with mental illness. Find a facility in your state at https://findtreatment.
samhsa.gov/.
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For Immediate Help
If you are in crisis, experiencing emotional distress, or worried about someone 
you know: 

• Call or text the Suicide and Crisis Lifeline at 988 or chat at 988lifeline.org/chat. 
You can also text the Crisis Text Line (GOT5 to 741741). These services are 
available 24/7 to anyone and are completely confidential.

If you are thinking about harming yourself or thinking about suicide:

• Tell someone who can help right away

• Call your licensed mental health professional if you are already working with 
one

• Call your doctor

• Go to the nearest hospital emergency department

If a loved one is considering suicide:

• Do not leave them alone

• Try to get your loved one to seek immediate help from a doctor or the nearest 
hospital emergency room, or call 988

• Remove access to firearms or other potential tools for suicide, including 
medications
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For questions or complaints  
regarding mental health services 
anywhere in New York State  
please contact:

New York State  
Office of Mental Health
Customer Relations
44 Holland Avenue
Albany, NY 12229

(800) 597-8481 (toll-free)

For information about mental health 
services in your community, contact 
the New York State Office of Mental 
Health regional office nearest you:

Central New York Field Office
545 Cedar Street, 2nd Floor
Syracuse, NY 13210-2319
(315) 426-3930

Hudson River Field Office
10 Ross Circle, Suite 5N
Poughkeepsie, NY 12601
(845) 454-8229

Long Island Field Office
998 Crooked Hill Road 
Building #45-3
West Brentwood, NY 11717-1087
(631) 761-2508

New York City Field Office
330 Fifth Avenue, 9th Floor
New York, NY 10001-3101
(212) 330-1650

Western New York Field Office
737 Delaware Avenue, Suite 200
Buffalo, NY 14209
(716) 533-4075

For additional information regarding 
this publication please contact:

NYS OMH Community Outreach  
and Public Education Office

44 Holland Avenue
Albany, NY 12229

(800) 597-8481 (toll free)
www.omh.ny.gov

Connect with OMH

www.twitter.com/nysomh 
@nysomh

www.facebook.com/nysomh

www.youtube.com/user/nysomh

In Crisis? 
We’ve got time to listen.
Text Got5 to 741741 

Call/Text 988 or  
Chat at 988lifeline.org
Are you in crisis, experiencing 
emotional distress, or worried  

about someone you know?

24 hrs/day, 7 days/wk




