
Life course epidemiology and the 
mental health of adolescents

Katherine M. Keyes
Columbia University







Major depressive episodes in adolescents and young adults, 
NSDUH 2005-2014

Mojtabai R, Olfson M, Han B. National trends in the prevalence and treatment of depression in adolescents and young adults. 
Pediatrics, 2016.



Depressive affect among high school students, 1991 through 2016

Keyes KM, Gary D, O’Malley P, Schulenberg J. Depressive affect is increasing among US adolescents: trends from 1991-
2016. Under review.
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Suicidal behavior among US adolescents, 
1991-2016

Youth Risk Behavior Survey. 
https://www.cdc.gov/healthyyouth/data/yrbs/pdf/trends/2015_us_suicide_trend_yrbs.pdf



Girls and women Boys and men

Curtin SC, Warner M, Hedegaard H. Increase in suicide in the United States, 1999–2014. NCHS data brief, no 241. 
Hyattsville, MD: National Center for Health Statistics. 2016.

Suicide in the United States, 1999-2014



Girls and women Boys and men

Suicide in the United States, 1999-2014

Curtin SC, Warner M, Hedegaard H. Increase in suicide in the United States, 1999–2014. NCHS data brief, no 241. 
Hyattsville, MD: National Center for Health Statistics. 2016.



Substance use: a different picture altogether



Substance use among adolescents is at a 40-year low

Source. The Monitoring the Future study, the University of Michigan.

Note.  Daily use for cigarettes is defined as smoking one or more cigarettes per day in the last 30 days.

FIGURE 5-5c

Trends in 30-Day Prevalence of Daily Use in Grade 12
by Total and by Gender
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Source. The Monitoring the Future study, the University of Michigan.

FIGURE 5-6a

Trends in 2-Week Prevalence of Heavy Drinking in Grade 12 
by Gender
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Daily use of cigarettes Past two-week binge drinking

Miech RA, Johnston LD, O’Malley PM, Bachman JG. Schulenberg JE, Patrick ME. 2017. Monitoring the Future national survey results on drug use, 
1975-2016: Volume I, secondary school students. Ann Arbor: Institute for Social Research, The University of Michigan.



National trends mask subgroup heterogeneity

Keyes KM, Wall M, Feng T, Cerda M, Hasin DS. Race/ethnicity and marijuana use in the United States: Diminishing 
differences in the prevalence of use, 2006-2015. Drug and Alcohol Dependence, 2017
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Keyes KM, Gary DS, Beardslee J, Prins SJ, O’Malley PM, Rutherford C, Schulenberg J. Age, period, and cohort effects in conduct 
problems among American adolescents from 1991 though 2015. American Journal of Epidemiology, 2017.

Declines in substance use are part of broader declines in problem behavior



Twenge JM, Park H. The Decline in Adult Activities Among U.S. Adolescents, 1976-2016. Child Development, 2017.

Percentage of US 12th graders who have a driver’s license, have ever tried 
alcohol, who every go out on dates, and who work for pay, 1976-2016



Summary
• Evidence is accumulating that population distributions of 

adolescent mental health and substance use are changing in 
the United States (and elsewhere), especially for girls
• Understanding the determinants of population distributions is 

imperative for the next decade of research

“Go Ahead, Millennials, Destroy Us.” New York Times, March 2nd, 2018
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