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Family history

Question: My child is happy one minute, hysterical
the next. Could she possibly be bipolar?

Answer: For many years, child psychiatrists treated 
children and adolescents who suffered from severe
mood and behavioral problems. Only recently have we
understood that this assortment of symptoms represents
pediatric bipolar disorder. Because of developmental 
differences, children’s symptoms look very different 
from bipolar symptoms in adults.

In children and adolescents, the predominant symp-
toms are severe defiance and irritability. In addition, 
the manic and depressive symptoms in youngsters
either occur together or rapidly cycle. A young person’s
mood can cycle from depressed to manic many times 
in one day, making it harder to keep him or her stable.

In pediatric bipolar disorder, the child is irritable,
cranky, complaining and whiny most of the time. 
This mood is punctuated by uncontrollable outbursts
called “mood storms” that end as quickly as they began.
The outbursts may happen once a day, once a week 
or several times daily. This is often how doctors decide 
if treatment is needed.

These symptoms often overlap with the symptoms 
of attention-deficit hyperactivity disorder (ADHD). 
Since the two disorders often occur together, this 

can make the diagnosis of bipolar disorder difficult. 
Bipolar disorder is a chemical imbalance in the part

of the brain that regulates the mood. It often runs in
families. There are a number of effective medicines to
treat pediatric onset bipolar disorder. A child psychiatrist
can discuss options with the parents. Therapy to help
the child learn alternative coping strategies also helps. 

Does your Uncle John have cancer? Does your grandmother
have heart disease? Knowing your family history may hold
the key to your future health.

Families share lifestyles, activities, eating habits and genes,
and all of these contribute to the risk for chronic disease.
Tracing the illnesses of your parents, siblings and other close
relatives allows your doctor to evaluate your risk and allows
you to reduce your risk through changes in your lifestyle 
and healthcare. 

Lifestyle changes obviously include exercising, avoiding
smoking and improving eating habits. Healthcare options may
include measures to detect disease earlier through additional
tests, drug treatment or changing specific behaviors. 

The easiest way to record your family history is to talk with
your relatives. Start with your parents, if they are living. Older
relatives can be very helpful in providing information about
others in the family. Putting the information in chart form can
make your family history easy to follow, easy to read and easy
to update. Some red flags in family histories are:

• Diagnoses that occur at an early age (10–20 years before
most people get the disease).

• Diseases that occur in more than one close relative
and/or in more than one generation.

• Clustering of related diseases in a family (for example,
heart disease, stroke and high blood pressure all 
in one family).

For an appointment with a child psychiatrist at
the Moses Cone Health System Behavioral Health
Center or a referral to other community child and
adolescent psychiatrists, call 832-9600.

Do you have a question about your health? 
E-mail your question to comments@mosescone.com.
Answers to questions will appear in the 
“Ask the expert” column.
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Learn how family 
history impacts your
health at the “Knowing
Your Family History” 

program on April 25.
Register by calling 
832-8000 or 1-800-533-
3463 from outside the
calling area.

Visit www.dhhs.gov/familyhistory/ 
to learn more about family history,

obtain a family history chart 
or record your family 

health history online.
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