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IN T R O D U C T IO N

his m onograph includes chapters addressing the them e
of adolescence and developm ental breakdow n, together
w ith the proceedings of a conference on "Adolescent 

Breakdown and Beyond", held in October 1995 in London.
Acute m ental breakdow n in adolescence can have profound 

consequences for the whole present and future life of the person. 
However, it often goes unnoticed or ignored, in the silent hope 
that the person will "grow out of it". But this is a hope that is 
unrealistic. From our w ork w ith adolescents who have experi-
enced a breakdow n, it is clear that they are in urgent need of 
psychological help. To "w ait and see" can m ean that a vital or last 
chance to help has been lost.

The guilt and the fear about breakdow n that is present in the 
lives of m any young people and in their parents often stand in 
the w ay of acknowledging the urgency of appropriate help.

The Brent Adolescent Centre is a preventive m ental health 
service, which is supported by public funds and by private Trusts



x i i  INTR ODU CT ION

and Charities. The Centre for Research into Adolescent Break-
dow n aims to study adolescent m ental health problem s and ways 
of preventing m ental disorder among young people.

Brent Adolescent Centre/ 
Centre for Research into Adolescent Breakdown

Johnston House 
51 Winchester Avenue 

London NW6 7TT 
tel.: 0171 328 0918

Editor's note

For the sake of simplicity, we have used the m asculine pronoun 
w here adolescents in general are discussed.
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CHAPTER ONE

Developmental breakdown 
in adolescence: problems 
of understanding and helping

Moses Laufer

"D evelopm ental breakdow n" represents a concern that 
         rem ains central to our w ork at the Brent Adolescent 

          Centre. And this concern, which m ust certainly be 
shared by anybody who works w ith the troubled adolescent, can 
be sum m arized as follows: how do we know w hen to be worried, 
and w hen is help urgent? Implied in this is that there are adoles-
cents w ho m ay be troubled bu t about whom  we need not be 
especially concerned, whereas there is a group of adolescents 
whose troubles represent signs of a serious disorder or, at least, of 
the likelihood of severe mental disturbance in the near-present or 
in the future. It is this latter group on whom  I w ould like to con-
centrate, because they are the ones whose emotional lives—and 
often actual lives—are seriously at risk, and who m ust not be left 
w ith the unreal hope that they will grow out of it. O ur experience 
shows that these adolescents do not "grow  out of it" bu t rem ain 
emotionally dam aged at the least and actually develop tow ards 
m ental illness at the worst, if they are left on their own. W ith help 
at the right time, we think that some of these adolescents can be 
helped greatly, often w ith the possibility of reversing the move 
tow ards the firm  establishm ent of severe disorder.
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I w ould like to begin w ith an observation that ultim ately 
brought me to the idea of "developm ental breakdow n" and has, 
over a period of years, m ade me dissatisfied w ith the often-used 
explanations or classifications w hen describing certain serious 
signs of m ental disturbance among adolescents. Some tim e ago a 
very sim ple fact im pressed me, a fact that I had obviously know n 
about for m any years bu t one that I—as m any others—preferred to 
deny and avoid understanding. It w as this: it seemed that the 
reported incidence of suicide or attem pted suicide increased rap-
idly in adolescence and, linked to this observation, it seem ed also 
that the conscious decision to kill oneself did not exist as a "social 
problem " before adolescence. From this, and from  our shared ex-
perience at our Centre, I realized that the same observation or 
question could be asked about so m any adolescents: w hy the sud-
den signs of m ental illness, which are diagnosed as schizophrenia; 
w hy anorexia in adolescence, and not at all the same incidence in 
childhood; w hy drug addiction in the adolescent, or prom iscuity, 
or severe depression, or signs of sexual abnormality, or the vio-
lence that is not the result of a social norm  bu t is given im petus by 
the private "voices" or by the need to keep out of consciousness 
the feeling of being abnorm al—and the list can certainly be ex-
tended. But by saying that the list can be extended, I do not m ean 
that we should include every form of stress in every crisis, w ith  
the likely result that we do not then differentiate betw een norm al 
stress and signs of developm ental breakdown. I will come back to 
this w hen talking about criteria that can help us judge w hen to be 
worried.

It was the observations to which I referred a m om ent ago that 
m ade me think that there are not only new stresses following 
physical sexual m aturity but that it may well be that the period 
w hich we call adolescence is a time of special vulnerability to 
breakdow n. W hen I talk of the period of adolescence, I have in 
m ind the time from puberty to about the age of 21. I begin w ith 
puberty because it is the time w hen the person not only has a 
physically m ature body but is able either to im pregnate or become 
pregnant—a fact that m ust always be kept in the forefront of our 
thinking w hen trying to make any sense of behaviour, thoughts, 
wishes, fears, or hopes of the adolescent. I date the end of adoles-


