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he field of Pediatric Psychiatry encompasses many types

of diseases and pathological conditions. These disorders
affect a large number of children and represent a tremendous
human, emotional, social, and economic burden for our fam-
ilies and society (1,2). The progressive decrypting of the
pathophysiology of psychiatric disorders has led to the blur-
ring of the frontiers between pediatric psychiatry, child neu-
rology, developmental neurobiology, cognitive neurosciences,
and social sciences. Pediatric psychiatry has become a key
component in the neuroscience field.

Over the past decade, there has been an increasing aware-
ness of these diseases and better tools for diagnosis, which
have contributed to enhance recognition of children with
psychiatric disorders (3). This observation is true in all soci-
eties and cultures (4). In addition, the incidence of some
psychiatric disorders, like autism, may be increasing due to
the exposure to some environmental factors, although these
issues remain a matter of debate (5).

An important genetic component has been identified for
many of pediatric psychiatric disorders (6). However, for
several diseases, environmental factors seem to also play a key
role, and the interplay between these environmental factors and
genetic factors, probably through epigenetic mechanisms, is
probably crucial during brain development, leading to altered
programs of neuronal differentiation and connectivity (7).

Despite the relative small number of laboratories and teams
involved in the field of pediatric psychiatry, tremendous prog-
ress have been made, mainly because of the coalescence of
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four different factors: i) new clinical and imaging tools have
been developed for an early and specific diagnosis and for a
refined phenotyping of homogenous subgroups of patients
(endophenotypes) (8); ii) this, in combination with the major
methodological advances in the genetic field has led to the
identification of several genes, many of them being involved
in brain development (9); iii) well-conducted epidemiological
studies have demonstrated a strong association between pre-
natal and perinatal factors and the occurrence of several
psychiatric disorders; iv) altogether, this has led to the devel-
opment of original and relevant animal models of several
pediatric psychiatric disorders, which have enabled investiga-
tors to dissect out the underlying cellular and molecular
mechanisms (10).

Major contributors in the field of pediatric psychiatry have
provided state-of-the-art reviews on some of the hottest topics
in this rapidly moving field. Although this Special Issue is not
exhaustive in this regard, it will cover several aspects and
provide the reader a large overview of the recent and very
exciting progress that this field has made in the recent past and
will likely make in the future.

The first set of articles (11-14) reviews the evidence of the
impact of prenatal and perinatal factors, including exposure to
maternal depression or anxiety, drugs for these conditions, pre-
maturity, glucocorticoids, and inflammation, on the development
of childhood psychiatric disorders. The authors summarize the
rapidly expanding literature on the topic and come up with
original and exciting hypotheses, which could be tested in the
near future in preclinical and clinical research settings.

Another important set of articles (10,15-18) focus on
autism and covers several areas: i) modeling features of
autism in animals; ii) the potential role of mitochondrial
dysfunction in the diverse medical signs of autism; iii) sensory
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processing in autism; iv) quantitative nature of social impair-
ment; and v) imaging abnormalities.

Two articles are dealing with the neurobiology of attention
deficit/hyperactivity disorder (19) and of anxiety disorders
(20), respectively. The impact of genetics on social cognition
is also reviewed (21) as well as the role of epigenetic mech-
anisms in neurodevelopment (22). Finally, one article reviews
the interplay between different psychiatric disorders and the
Theory of the Mind (23).

Taken together, these outstanding reviews highlight the
exciting advances in our understanding of complex neuropsy-
chiatric disorders of childhood and will provide the reader with
provocative ideas for further research and discussion. The better
understanding of psychiatric disorders will lead, in the future, to
better and earlier diagnosis and to the discovery and implement-
ing of new treatments and prevention strategies.
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