Email: journalofanatomicalsciences@gmail.com

The Journal of Anatomical Sciences

Vol. 15 No. 2 (Supplement)

Correspondence to

Nafisat Yetunde Mutholib, Gabriel Olaiya Omotoso

SHORT COMMUNICATION

In Commemoration of WORLD CHILDREN'S DAY
November 20

"Nurturing Minds, Securing Futures: The Impact of
Early Life Stress on Children’s Mental Health"
Nafisat Yetunde Mutholib, Gabriel Olaiya Omotoso
Department of Anatomy, Faculty of Basic Medical Sciences,

University of llorin, llorin, Nigeria.

the

chiefeditor.asnjournal@gmail.com,

omotoso.go@unilorin.edu.ngq,

Summary

Children are the foundation of our shared
future, yet millions are burdened by Early Life
Stress (ELS), undermining their mental health
and potential. The 2024 World Children’s Day
theme, "Listen to the Future, Stand Up for
Children's Rights,” underscores the urgent
This

adverse

need to address these challenges.

communication  explores  how

childhood experiences disrupt mental health
through anatomical, physiological, and
emotional pathways, emphasizing the critical
importance of listening to children's voices. It
for

advocates trauma-informed policies,

equitable care, and community-driven
initiatives to uphold children’s rights and
ensure they thrive as future contributors to

society.

Introduction

The voices of children carry the promise of
tomorrow. Yet, for many, Early Life Stress
(ELS) this ELS,

encompassing experiences like abuse, neglect,

muffles promise.
and poverty, poses profound challenges to a
child's mental health and development. As the
2024 theme for World Children’s Day, "Listen
to the Future, Stand Up for Children's Rights,"
reminds us, it is our moral and societal
obligation to prioritize the mental health and
well-being of children, ensuring their rights to

safety, education, and healthcare are upheld.

ELS leaves indelible marks on the developing
brain and body, often resulting in long-term
mental health issues like anxiety, depression,
and post-traumatic stress disorder (PTSD).
This essay examines the intersection of ELS

and child mental health, highlighting how a
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focus on children’s rights can mitigate these
impacts and pave the way for a healthier, more

equitable future.
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LONG-TERM NEGATIVE EFFECTS ON BRAIN

Figure 1: Early Life Stress and Long-Term effects on Brain (Adapted from: de Lima et

The Anatomy of Stress: How Early Life
Stress Shapes the Developing Brain

Neurobiological Impact of Stress

The developing brain is exquisitely sensitive

to environmental influences. Chronic
exposure to stress during formative years

disrupts the architecture of key brain regions:

Hippocampus:
the

Responsible for memory and

learning, hippocampus is  highly

susceptible to cortisol, a stress hormone.
Prolonged stress can impair memory and
learning capacity, limiting a child’s ability to

thrive academically and socially.

Studies reveal reduced hippocampal volume

in children who experienced neglect,

impacting their school performance and

coping mechanisms.

The

processing fear

Amygdala: amygdala, central to

and emotions, becomes
hyperactive under chronic stress, leading to
heightened anxiety  and emotional
dysregulation. A child exposed to domestic
violence may exhibit hypervigilance, finding

it difficult to concentrate or trust others.
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Prefrontal Cortex: This brain region, essential
for decision-making and impulse control,
develops more slowly under conditions of
unstable

chronic stress. Children from

environments often struggle with self-

the likelihood of

behavioral issues and poor peer relationships.

regulation, increasing

Dysregulation of the Hypothalamic-Pituitary-
Adrenal Axis

The hypothalamic-pituitary-adrenal (HPA)
axis governs the body’s response to stress.
Chronic activation due to ELS results in
cortisol imbalances, affecting not only mental
health but also physical health by increasing
the risk of cardiovascular and metabolic

disorders later in life.

Psychological and Social Impacts of Early
Life Stress

Mental Health Disorders

Anxiety and Depression: ELS is a significant
predictor of anxiety and depressive disorders,
which often persist into adulthood. A child
raised in poverty, experiencing food insecurity
and parental mental health challenges, showed
symptoms of depression by adolescence,
affecting academic achievement.

Nafisat Yetunde Mutholib, Gabriel Olaiya Omotoso

Attachment Disorders: Disrupted caregiving
leads to insecure attachments, manifesting as
mistrust, difficulty forming relationships, and

low self-esteem.

Post-Traumatic ~ Stress  Disorder  and
Behavioral Disorders: Children exposed to
violence or abuse frequently develop PTSD,
exhibiting symptoms such as flashbacks,

avoidance, and aggression.

Intergenerational Impact

The ripple effects of ELS often extend beyond
the individual, affecting future generations
through epigenetic changes and perpetuating

cycles of poverty and trauma.
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Figure 2: Impact of early life stress (Adapted from: Danese & Lewis)
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Listening to the Future:

Children’s Rights

Upholding

Ensuring a Safe Environment

Children have the right to protection from
abuse, neglect, and exploitation, as enshrined
in the United Nation Convention on the Rights
of the Child (1989). Trauma-informed child
protection systems can prevent ELS and

promote recovery.

Access to Mental Health Care

Addressing Early Life Stress requires
accessible mental health services tailored to
the needs of children. Initiatives like school-
based counseling and community support
programs can help. Trauma-focused cognitive
behavioral therapy (TF-CBT) has shown
treating PTSD

remarkable success in

symptoms in children.

Equitable Access to Resources

Poverty and inequality exacerbate Early Life

Stress, disproportionately affecting

marginalized communities. Programs that
provide food security, quality education, and
healthcare are critical to breaking the cycle.
The “No Kid Hungry” initiative in the U.S.
childhood  food

significantly academic

reduced insecurity,

improving and

emotional outcomes.

Nafisat Yetunde Mutholib, Gabriel Olaiya Omotoso

Standing Up for Children’s

Through Global Action

Rights

Education and Advocacy

Educating communities about the impacts of
Early Life Stress empowers them to stand up
for children’s rights. Global Children’s Day is
an opportunity to amplify these efforts.

Policy and Legal Frameworks

Governments must enforce policies that
protect children from Early Life Stress,
including stricter regulations on child labor,
increased funding for social welfare programs,
and accountability mechanisms for abuse and

neglect.

Collaboration Across Sectors

Healthcare providers, educators,
policymakers, and community leaders must
work together to create a support network for
children affected by Early Life Stress. The
Child-Friendly Cities Initiative, launched by
UNICEF, integrates child rights into urban
planning to create environments that foster

well-being.

Resilience and Hope: Neuroplasticity and

Recovery

Despite the profound impact of Early Life
Stress, the brain’s remarkable capacity for

neuroplasticity offers hope. Interventions such
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as therapy, mindfulness practices, and
supportive relationships can heal trauma and

restore mental health.

Real-Life Example:

The Bucharest Early Intervention Project
(BEIP) provides a poignant real-life example
to support discussions about early life stress
health.
Conducted in Romania, this research followed

and its impact on child mental
children who were placed in institutional care

during infancy due to socio-political
conditions under the regime of Nicolae
These children

extreme neglect, which offered researchers a

Ceausescu. experienced
unique opportunity to study the effects of early

adversity.

The BEIP demonstrated that children raised in
institutions displayed marked deficits in brain
development, stress response systems, and
emotional regulation. However, children
placed in high-quality foster care before the
age of two showed significant improvements,
highlighting the critical importance of timely
interventions. The Romanian government
responded by reforming policies, including a
2005 law prohibiting the institutionalization
of children under two years old. This
intervention reflected the research's finding
that supportive caregiving environments could

mitigate the damaging effects of early neglect.

These insights reinforce the theme of "Listen
to the Future, Stand Up for Children’s Rights"
by demonstrating how policies and timely
interventions can protect vulnerable children,
ensuring their rights to safe and nurturing

environments

Conclusion

Early Life Stress is a silent thief, robbing
children of their potential and societies of their
future. However, by aligning with the 2024
World Children’s Day theme, "Listen to the
Future, Stand Up for Children's Rights," we
can confront this challenge head-on.

By listening to children’s voices, advocating
for their rights, and ensuring access to mental
health care and supportive environments, we
can help them overcome ELS and thrive. Our
collective commitment to standing up for
children’s rights today ensures a brighter,

healthier, and more equitable future for all.

17



. Gunnar

References

. Anda RF, Felitti VJ, Bremner JD,
Walker JD, Whitfield CL, Perry BD, et
al. The enduring effects of childhood
abuse and related adverse experiences.
European Archives of Psychiatry and
Clinical Neuroscience 2016; 266(2):
111-123.

Danese Al Lewis SJ.
Psychoneuroimmunology of early-life
stress: the hidden wounds of childhood
trauma? Neuropsychopharmacology 2
017; 42(1): 99-114.

. de Lima RMS, Couto Pereira NDS,

Dalmaz C, Mar Arcego D. Early life

events: shedding light on
neurobiological

mechanisms. Frontiers in Behavioral
Neuroscience 2023;17: 1209494.
Felitti VJ, Anda RF.
childhood experiences and
impact on health, well-being, and
society. Childhood Health and
Development Journal 2016; 10(4):

345-358.

Adverse
their

K. The
impact of early life

MR, Quevedo
physiological
stress on the brain and body:
health

Current  Opinion in

Implications for mental
interventions.
Behavioral Sciences, 2015;7: 23-29.

Luby JL, Belden AC, Harms MP. The

effects of poverty on childhood brain

10.

11.

Nafisat Yetunde Mutholib, Gabriel Olaiya Omotoso

development: The mediating effect of
caregiving and stressful life events.
JAMA Pediatrics, 2015;169(10): 924—
931.

McEwen BS, Morrison JH. The brain
on stress: Vulnerability and plasticity
of the prefrontal cortex over the life
course. Neuron, 2013;79(1): 16-29.
McLaughlin KA, Sheridan MA,
Lambert HK. Childhood adversity and
neural development: A systematic

review. Annual Review of
Developmental

2015;2:179-202.
KA, Sheridan MA,

Lambert HK. Early life stress and the

Psychology,

McLaughlin

development of the human stress

response: Implications for mental
health and well-being. Annual Review
of Clinical Psychology, 2016;12:319—
345.

Nelson CA, Fox NA, Zeanah CH.
Neurobiological consequences of

neglect and abuse in children.
Biological Psychiatry 2014;78(3): 67—
73.

Omotoso GO, Mutholib  NY,
Abdulsalam FA, Bature Al. Kolaviron
protects against cognitive deficits and
cortico-hippocampal perturbations
associated with maternal deprivation
in rats. Anatomy & Cell

Biology, 2019;53(1): 95-106.

18



12.

13.

14.

"Nurturing Minds, Securing Futures: The Impact of Early Life Stress on Children’s Mental Health"

GO, Abdulsalam FA,
Mutholib NY, Bature Al, Gbadamosi
IT. Cortico-hippocampal morphology

Omotoso

and behavioural indices improved in

maternal  deprivation model of
schizophrenia following vitamin B
complex supplementation. Neurology,
Psychiatry and Brain
Research 2020;38: 74-82.

Perry BD, Winfrey O. What happened
to you? Conversations on trauma,
resilience, and healing. Flatiron Books,
New York. 2021.

Shonkoff JP, Boyce WT, McEwen BS.
Toxic stress and early childhood
adversity: Shaping the future of mental
health and society. JAMA Pediatrics,

2016;170(10): 1003-1009.

15.

16.

17.

18.

Teicher MH, Samson JA. Annual

research review: Enduring
neurobiological effects of childhood
abuse and neglect. Journal of Child
Psychology and
2016;57(3): 241-266.
Teicher MH, Samson JA, Polcari A.

The enduring neurobiological effects

Psychiatry,

of childhood abuse and neglect.
Journal of Child Psychology and
Psychiatry, 2016;57(3): 241-266.
UNICEF. (2023). The State of the
World’s Children report: Promoting
mental health in children and
adolescents.
https://www.unicef.org/reports/state-
worlds-children-2023

World Health Organization (WHO).
(2022). World Mental Health Report:

Transforming mental health for all.

https://www.who.int/publications/i/ite
m/9789240049338

19



