
Mental illness occurs in all racial, ethnic and socioeconomic groups. There is no single cause for  
mental illness. According to the Centers for Disease Control and Prevention, a number of factors  
can contribute to risk, such as those listed below.

It is not always easy to know what is normal and what is not normal when it comes to mental health. There is no easy way to test for a mental 
illness. Behaviors could be typical for an individual or the result of a physical illness.

While each mental illness has its own characteristics, some common symptoms of mental illness in adolescents and adults are listed below.  
The most common symptoms for adolescents and young adults are indicated with an asterisk (*). 

Symptoms of mental illness in adolescents and adults1

•	 Sudden, overwhelming fear for no reason, sometimes along with  
a racing heart, physical discomfort or difficulty breathing*

•	 Feeling excessively sad or withdrawn for more than two weeks*
•	 Confused thinking or problems concentrating, learning or  

staying still*
•	 Severe, out-of-control risk-taking behavior that causes harm  

to self or others*
•	 Difficulties understanding or relating to other people*
•	 Trying to harm or end one’s life or making plans to do so*
•	 Inability to carry out daily activities or handle daily problems  

and stress*
•	 An intense fear of weight gain or concern with appearance*
•	 Changes in sleeping habits or feeling tired and low energy*
•	 Changes in eating habits, such as increased hunger or lack  

of appetite that results in significant weight loss or gain*

•	 Inability to perceive changes in one’s own feelings, behavior  
or personality (called “lack of insight”)*

•	 Abuse of substances such as alcohol or drugs*
•	 Extreme mood changes, including uncontrollable “highs”  

or feelings of euphoria*
•	 Prolonged or strong feelings of irritability or anger
•	 Avoiding friends and social activities
•	 Change in sex drive
•	 Difficulty perceiving reality (delusions or hallucinations in  

which a person experiences and senses things that don’t exist  
in objective reality)

•	 Multiple physical ailments without obvious causes, such as 
headaches, stomach aches, vague and ongoing aches and pains 
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Common warning signs and symptoms  
of mental illness  



The information and materials included here as well as in MetLife’s Health and Wellness Information Library, including all toolkits, modules, template communications, 
text, charts, graphics and other materials, (collectively, the “Content”) are intended to provide general guidance on health and wellness matters and do not constitute 
medical advice. While the Content is based on resources that MetLife believes to be well-documented, MetLife cannot vouch for the accuracy of the Content, and 
you rely on the Content at your own risk. Each person’s condition and health circumstances are unique, and therefore the Content may not apply to you. The Content 
is not a substitute for professional medical advice. You should always consult your licensed health care professional for the diagnosis and treatment of any medical 
condition and before starting or changing your health regimen, including seeking advice regarding what drugs, diet, exercise routines, physical activities or procedures 
are appropriate for your particular condition and circumstances. 
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Symptoms possibly suggestive of mental illness  
in children2

Mental health conditions can also begin to develop in young children. 
Because they are still learning how to identify and talk about their 
thoughts and emotions, their most obvious symptoms are behavioral. 
Symptoms that may occur in children are listed below. Keep in mind 
that these symptoms could be related to something other than a mental 
health condition.
•	 Changes in school performance
•	 Excessive worry or anxiety, for example resisting going to bed  

or school
•	 Hyperactive behavior
•	 Frequent nightmares
•	 Frequent disobedience or aggression
•	 Frequent temper tantrums
•	 Persistent sadness that lasts two week or more
•	 Hurting oneself or talking about hurting oneself
•	 Avoiding or missing school
•	 Changes in eating habits
•	 Drastic or sudden loss of weight

Self-assessment: Potential mental illness risk factors
Mark any factors that could apply to you. 

*
Early adverse life experiences, such as trauma or a  
history of abuse (for example, child abuse, sexual  
assault, witnessing violence, etc.)

* Experiences related to other chronic medical  
conditions, such as cancer or diabetes

* Biological factors, such as brain trauma or chemical 
imbalances in the brain

* Genetics or family history

* Use of alcohol or recreational drugs

* Taking certain medications

* Having few friends

* Having feelings of loneliness or isolation

What can you do?
Visit with a health care provider or mental 
health professional as soon as possible if 
you notice symptoms of poor mental health 
in yourself or others.


