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Introduction 

Children with special needs, including those with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), Attention-

Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), intellectual disabilities, learning disabilities, sensory impairments 

(vision and hearing), and other developmental challenges, face an increased risk of mental health disorders. 

These children often experience emotional and behavioral difficulties as a result of their condition as well as 

external societal pressures such as stigma, lack of inclusion, and limited access to specialized services. In 

India, the mental health needs of these children often go unmet due to cultural stigmas, limited resources, 

and a lack of awareness. This article explores the prevalence of mental health issues in children with special 

needs and offers strategies to support their mental health, with a focus on the Indian context. 

 

 

Abstract 

Children with special needs, including those with Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD), Attention-

Deficit/Hyperactivity Disorder (ADHD), Intellectual Disabilities, sensory impairments, and other 

developmental challenges, face a heightened risk of mental health disorders such as anxiety, 

depression, and behavioral issues. In India, where cultural stigma and limited access to specialized 

services further complicate care, the mental health needs of these children often go unmet. This 

article explores the prevalence of mental health disorders among children with special needs, 

examines the specific challenges faced in the Indian context, and highlights strategies to improve 

their mental health care. Key recommendations include raising awareness, strengthening early 

intervention, improving inclusive education, and expanding access to mental health services, 

particularly in underserved areas. Supporting caregivers and integrating mental health services 

into pediatric care are also emphasized as critical components for holistic care. 

Keywords: Children with Special Needs, Mental Health, India. 
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Who Are Children with Special Needs? 

Children with special needs encompass a diverse group with varying physical, developmental, sensory, or 

emotional difficulties. This includes children diagnosed with ASD, ADHD, intellectual disabilities, learning 

disabilities, and sensory impairments such as hearing and vision loss. These conditions not only impact their 

ability to navigate everyday life but also increase their vulnerability to mental health challenges like anxiety, 

depression, and behavioral disorders. Addressing the mental health needs of this population requires a 

comprehensive and tailored approach, taking into account the specific challenges of their condition as well 

as their environment. 

 

Common Mental Health Challenges in Children with Special Needs 

Children with special needs in India face a broad range of mental health challenges. These can arise from 

both their underlying conditions and from external pressures related to societal acceptance, inclusion, and 

access to support. The most common challenges include anxiety, depression, behavioral disorders, emotional 

dysregulation, and social isolation. 

 

Anxiety Disorders 

Children with ASD and ADHD frequently experience anxiety due to difficulties in social communication, 

sensory processing issues, and navigating unfamiliar environments. 

Depression 

Depression is prevalent among children with special needs, especially those with learning disabilities or 

ASD. Social isolation, frustration from communication barriers, and unmet emotional needs heighten their 

risk of depression. 

Behavioral Disorders 

Children with intellectual disabilities and ASD are more likely to exhibit behavioral challenges, such as 

aggression, self-harm, and disruptive behavior. These behaviors are often the result of sensory overload or 

communication difficulties. 

Emotional Dysregulation 

Emotional dysregulation, characterized by frequent mood swings and emotional outbursts, is commonly 
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observed in children with ASD and ADHD. This emotional instability can worsen interpersonal conflicts and 

increase feelings of rejection and isolation. 

Social Isolation and Bullying 

Children with special needs, particularly those with ASD or intellectual disabilities, are more prone to social 

isolation and bullying. This can further exacerbate mental health issues like anxiety and depression. 

 

Prevalence of Mental Health Issues in Children with Special Needs in India 

Mental health disorders are significantly more common in children with special needs compared to the 

general pediatric population in India. While 10-15% of children in the general population experience mental 

health issues,1 research suggests that approximately 20-30% of children with special needs are diagnosed 

with comorbid mental health conditions. Among the mental health issues, as anxiety, depression, or 

behavioral disorders are most common (refer to pie chart below).2,3 This elevated prevalence highlights the 

compounded challenges faced by this population. 

 

 

Figure 1 
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Autism Spectrum Disorder (ASD) 

In India, the prevalence of ASD is estimated to be 1 in 100 children.4 Among these children, mental health 

comorbidities like anxiety and depression affect 40-50%.5,6 However, ASD remains underdiagnosed, and 

many children go without necessary mental health care due to a lack of awareness and specialized services. 

ADHD and Co-occurring Disorders 

ADHD affects approximately 5-10% of children in India.7 Among those diagnosed, 60-80% also experience 

co-occurring mental health challenges such as anxiety, depression, or conduct disorders.8 These high 

comorbidity rates often go unnoticed due to a lack of comprehensive diagnostic and therapeutic services. 

Intellectual Disabilities 

Intellectual disabilities affect around 2% of children in India. Roughly 30-40% of these children also suffer 

from mental health issues such as anxiety, depression, or behavioral disorders.9 The lack of specialized care 

and intervention programs often worsens these challenges. 

Learning Disabilities 

Learning disabilities, including dyslexia and dyscalculia, affect about 10-15% of Indian children. Among 

these, 20-30% exhibit signs of mental health challenges, such as anxiety and depression.10 The emotional 

impact of academic struggles, coupled with social stigma, further compounds these difficulties. 

Sensory Impairments 

Children with sensory impairments, including those with hearing or vision loss, also face an increased risk 

of mental health disorders. Approximately 30-40% of children with hearing impairments and up to 25% of 

those with vision impairments show signs of anxiety or depression.11, 12 

 

Mental Health Care and Support Strategies 

Addressing the mental health needs of children with special needs requires a multifaceted approach that 

involves early intervention, specialized care, and the promotion of inclusive environments. The following 

strategies can help improve mental health outcomes for these children: 

1. Early Screening and Diagnosis: Early identification of both developmental and mental health issues is 

crucial. Comprehensive screening programs should be integrated into pediatric care settings to ensure early 
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detection and intervention. 

2. Access to Specialized Services: There is an urgent need to improve access to specialized mental health 

services, particularly in rural and underserved areas of India. The establishment of centers providing 

psychological and psychiatric care for children with special needs should be a priority. 

3. Parental Support and Education: Educating parents about their child’s condition and equipping them 

with strategies to manage emotional and behavioral challenges is essential. Parenting programs can help 

caregivers build supportive home environments. 

4. Inclusive Education: Schools play a critical role in the mental well-being of children with special needs. 

Implementing inclusive education policies, training teachers, and providing school-based mental health 

programs are important steps toward fostering a supportive environment for these children. 

5. Reducing Stigma: Efforts to reduce societal stigma surrounding both disability and mental health are 

essential. Public awareness campaigns and community engagement can help create more accepting and 

supportive environments. 

6. Integrated Care Models: Integrating mental health services into pediatric care, particularly for children 

with special needs, is a key step toward providing holistic care. This ensures that both physical and mental 

health needs are addressed simultaneously. 

 

Conclusion 

Children with special needs in India face a disproportionately high risk of mental health disorders. Despite 

the clear need for support, many of these children do not receive adequate care due to social stigma, a lack 

of specialized services, and limited awareness. By focusing on early diagnosis, expanding access to mental 

health services, supporting inclusive education, and providing family support, it is possible to significantly 

improve mental health outcomes for these children. A concerted effort from healthcare providers, educators, 

and policymakers is needed to address the unique mental health needs of this vulnerable population. 

 

Reference  

1. Kieling C, Baker-Henningham H, Belfer M, et al. Child and adolescent mental health worldwide: Evidence 

for action. Lancet. 2011;378(9801):1515-25. 



Dr. Nabanita Sengupta, MAR Neurology, Neurosurgery & Psychology (2024) 8:4 Page 7 of 7 

Dr. Nabanita Sengupta, (2024). Supporting the Mental Health Needs of Children with Special Needs: An 

Indian Perspective. MAR Neurology, Neurosurgery & Psychology (2024) 8:4 

 

 

 

2. Singhal N, Tuli A. A study of psychosocial factors affecting intellectual disability in Indian children. J 

Pediatr Neurosci. 2007;2(1):47-50. 

3. Wig NN, Srinivas M. Mental health care in India – Past, present and future. Indian J Psychiatry. 

2010;52(3):230-8. 

4. Raina SK, Chander V, Bhardwaj AK, et al. Prevalence of autism spectrum disorders among children (1–

10 years of age) – Findings of a mid-term report from Northwest India. J Postgrad Med. 2015;61(4):243-6. 

5. White SW, Oswald D, Ollendick T, et al. Anxiety in children and adolescents with autism spectrum 

disorders. Clin Psychol Rev. 2009;29(3):216-29. 

6. Matson JL, Nebel-Schwalm MS. Comorbid psychopathology with autism spectrum disorder in children: 

An overview. Res Dev Disabil. 2007;28(4):341-52. 

7. Agarwal V, Yadav V, Patra S. Prevalence and comorbidities of ADHD in Indian children. J Clin 

Psychiatry. 2012;73(3):22-9. 

8. Sciberras E, Lycett K, Efron D, et al. Anxiety in children with ADHD: Prevalence and comorbidity. J 

Atten Disord. 2014;19(10):830-8. 

9. Dykens EM. Psychiatric and behavioral disorders in persons with intellectual disabilities. Ment Retard 

Dev Disabil Res Rev. 2000;6(3):186-95. 

10. Karande S. Current challenges in managing specific learning disability in Indian children. J Postgrad 

Med. 2008;54(2):75-7. 

11. Schaaf RC, Benevides TW, Kelly D, et al. Sensory processing in autism spectrum disorders: a review of 

the literature. J Autism Dev Disord. 2014;44(11): 2864-74. 

12. WHO. Addressing the global burden of hearing loss. World Health Organization, 2018. 

 

Medtronic 

https://news.medtronic.com/press-releases

