
 

Study finds 50 percent of teens visiting
emergency department report peer violence,
cyberbullying

February 18 2016

A study from Hasbro Children's Hospital has found that nearly 50
percent of teens seen in the emergency department for any reason report
peer violence and nearly 50 percent also report being the victims of
cyberbullying. Almost one-quarter of teens in the emergency department
also report symptoms consistent with post-traumatic stress disorder
(PTSD). The study, led by Megan Ranney, MD, MPH, shows that
cyberbullying, physical peer violence and PTSD are common and inter-
related, and that early identification and treatment are crucial.

Currently published online in General Hospital Psychiatry, the study
examined 353 adolescents in the Hasbro Children's Hospital emergency
department. Regardless of chief reason for emergency room visit, 23.2
percent of the teens reported current symptoms consistent with PTSD,
13.9 percent had moderate or higher depressive symptoms and 11.3
percent reported suicidal thoughts within the past year. The adolescents
commonly reported physical peer violence (46.5 percent), cyberbullying
(46.7 percent) and exposure to community violence (58.9 percent).

"PTSD in adolescents has been associated with long-term functional
impairment, including poor physical health, academic failure and
increased need for medical services," said Ranney. "But, despite the
availability of effective treatment, PTSD is currently underdiagnosed,
underreported, and undertreated, especially among children and
adolescents."
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The study found that the PTSD symptoms strongly correlated with a
variety of co-occurring risk exposures, such as being a victim of
cyberbullying or physical peer violence, exposure to community violence
and alcohol or drug use. Few of the teens with PTSD reported receiving
any mental health care in the past year.

"These results should serve as a reminder to parents, schools and
physicians that these problems are prevalent in our community," said
Ranney. "This study also highlights that teens with a history of
cyberbullying or peer violence are more likely to have PTSD, which is a
very treatable disease if properly identified and addressed."

Previous studies have suggested that emergency departments should
screen adolescents for psychiatric disorders, given the large number of
high-risk adolescents seen in the emergency department and its role as a
liaison to community mental health services. "The problem is that there
has been a lack of knowledge about the prevalence and impact of PTSD
in adolescent emergency patients, particularly among patients who are
not presenting in the aftermath of an obviously traumatic event," said
Ranney.

"Existing literature on PTSD in adolescent emergency patients describes
its development after an acute assault or motor vehicle crash," said
Ranney. "But, this study highlights the need for improved efforts at
more standardized mental health evaluation, possibly even screening for
PTSD regardless of the reason for a teen's visit to the emergency
department."

Ranney hopes this study will lead to greater attention to PTSD and its co-
occurring risk factors in adolescent emergency department patients, as
the disease is well known to impact adolescents' long-term quality of
life, and is unlikely to improve without treatment.
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  More information: For more information on PTSD in children and
teens and how to help a child who may be affected by PTSD,
visit:http://www.bradleyhospital.org/posttraumatic-stress-disorder-in-
children-and-teens.html
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