
Parenting with a 
mental illness



The truth is that parenting is always a challenging task. Needless to say, 
parenting with a mental illness is even more challenging. Many people worry 
that they will find it difficult to cope with parenting if they have a mental illness.  

Concerns about the potential impact on you and your child are natural, but with 
the right support and resources, it is perfectly possible to be a good parent while 
managing a mental health problem. 

In addition to the many concerns you may have surrounding your mental illness 
and your family, there are a lot of emotions that may come into play for your 
child. It is important that you identify and address these. 

Will my child have a mental illness too? 

This is a common myth, but mental illness is not catching and it does not follow 
that your child will have a mental illness if you do. Mental illness, like physical 
illnesses, do have a genetic component but the environment in which your child 
grows up is even more important than genetics. There are a number of ways to 
protect your children, for example, talking to them about the fact that you have a 
mental illness and how it affects you, and getting support for the family, rather 
than becoming isolated. There are many ways you can help your child to develop 
resilience; Our Time and other organisations provide tips and guidance.  

What impact might my mental illness have on my child? 

Your child may become stressed and anxious because they do not understand 
why you are behaving in ways that worry them, for example, sleeping a lot or 
becoming emotionally distant at times. 

Your child may become withdrawn and feel worried about you. They may be 
reluctant to bring friends home, which might make them vulnerable to bullying 
by other children. This can affect their ability to fit in at school and take full 
advantage of the opportunities that school offers.  

They may find it hard to rely on adults and become very independent or 
reluctant to ask for help and support when they are stressed.  

It is important to talk to your child about your illness and help them to 
understand that it is an illness and not their fault. 
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How might my child respond to my mental illness? 

Children want to be close to their parents and they will make every effort to keep 
the bond, but when you are ill your relationship is likely to be affected. It is 
possible that you will withdraw emotionally and this will cause the child to 
become anxious and stressed. They may even take on your behaviour out of 
loyalty and a desire to care for and reassure you. This sense of responsibility is 
common and difficult for your child to manage on their own.  

Your child may become isolated from their friends because they do not wish to 
bring friends home from school. They may give up hobbies or activities that are 
good for them in order to care for you and protect you.  

It is important that you talk about how to manage the illness and emphasise the 
fact that it is not their responsibility to make you better and its not their fault that 
you are unhappy. 

Fear 

There are a number of reasons why your child might be afraid. They might be 
worried about the reactions from others in response to your mental illness. They 
might be scared of how the illness could change your relationship or that you 
won’t be able to take care of them. It’s important to talk to your child about this 
and make sure they know that you love them.  

Guilt 

We’ve found that it’s not unusual for children to blame themselves for a mental 
illness, especially when their parent has depression or anxiety.  They sometimes 
believe they are the cause of it or can aggravate the illness. A coping mechanism 
for a child who has these feelings is sometimes to hide their emotions from 
others or take on large volumes of housework in an effort to reduce the strain on 
their parent.   

Anger 

Unlike other illnesses, it’s not uncommon for a child to be angry with their 
parent for having a mental illness. Sometimes this can be due to a lack of 
understanding about what the illness is or where it comes from. In other 
instances, a child can be left feeling frustrated by their family circumstances or 
even themselves.  
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Shame 

Even though a lot of progress has been made in educating the public on mental 
illness, the issue is still stigmatised. People often regard mental illness as a taboo 
subject. Talking about mental illness is sometimes perceived as frightening, 
particularly when explaining the issue to children.  

Children can feel embarrassed to share the details of their parent’s condition 
because they are concerned about the reaction they will get.  

How do I talk to my child about my mental health condition? 

Many parents are reluctant to talk to their children about their mental health but 
it is important to do so. Here are some ideas about a place to start the 
conversation – they may be more aware than you imagine. 

• Ask the child what they are feeling? Give examples such as sad, worried 
and frightened. 

• Ask if they are worried about anything and give a number of options so the 
child can begin to think and say ‘yes’, ‘no’ or ‘maybe’. 

• Ask them what they have noticed about your symptoms and what they 
understand about them? This will change according to their age; children 
notice different things at different ages. 

• You might explain that you are sometimes unwell and you have good and 
bad days. 

• Encourage your child to talk to other trusted family members so that they 
have someone to turn to when they are scared. 

• Help them to talk about their feelings but don’t assume you know what 
they are thinking and feeling. Listen and encourage them to express 
themselves. 

• Look after yourself and get help when you need it. This helps your child to 
have the courage to ask for help when they need it too. 

Could I lose my child because I have a mental illness? 

This is, again, a common fear, and while it is possible, it’s not inevitable. There is 
a lot you can do to make sure it will not happen. Just because you have a mental 
illness does not mean that you are a bad parent. Many parents with a mental 
illness think of themselves as inadequate parents and it’s often not the case. It 
can be a conclusion drawn from low self-esteem, which is a feature of many 
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mental illnesses. If you are caring for your children and getting support to help 
you through the ups and downs, then it is likely that you will be able to parent 
your child well despite the illness. It is important that you address the illness and 
find ways to support yourself and your family, as becoming isolated is not 
beneficial to you or your child. Take advantage of the different organisations that 
provide family support and stay in touch with your family and friends so that you 
all have someone to turn to in times of need. All parents worry that they are not 
good enough and this is especially true for parents with a mental illness as you 
have to make an extra effort to deal with the effects of the illness and make plans 
for when you are in a down period. 

How can I care for a child while caring for myself? 

Mental illness is a challenge that many parents overcome with proper support.  If 
you don’t have enough support then do develop a crisis action plan or a 
psychiatric advance directive, and designate someone to help with your 
parenting duties.   

If your child is old enough, you should discuss your plan with your child and 
identify resources and options together for handling things when you are not 
well. 

Try to keep in contact with your friends and the support systems that are 
available. Be open to help from friends, relatives and respite services provided 
by local charities and local authorities. It is not good for the family to become 
isolated and you can encourage your child to take part in social activities such as 
music, sport or anything that helps them to de-stress and feel safe and included.  
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Useful websites 

Barnardo’s Families 
https://family.barnardos.org.uk/  
News, advice and ideas for parents 
 
Mind 
https://www.mind.org.uk/ 
Mind provides help for mental health problems 
 
Royal College of Psychiatrists 
 
https://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/healthadvice/parentsandyoungpeople/parentscarers
/parentalmentalillness.aspx  
Information for parents, carers and anyone who works with young people 
  
MindEd for Familes 
https://mindedforfamilies.org.uk  
Safe reliable advice about young people’s mental health, created by experts and 
parents together  
 
BBC Teach 
http://www.bbc.co.uk/schools/parents/  
Information on supporting your child’s education 
 
YoungMinds  
https://youngminds.org.uk/find-help/for-parents/  

For parents who are concerned about their child’s behaviour or mental health 

Further reading 

The Wise Mouse (2003) Virginia Ironside YoungMinds 

The Bipolar Bear Family: When a parent has bipolar (2006) Angela Holloway 

Can I catch it like a cold?: Coping with a parent’s depression (2011) The Centre 
for Addiction and Mental Trauma. Tundara Books 

Why are you so sad? A child’s book about parental depression (2002) Beth 
Andrews. American Psychological Association 
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 The Family Model Handbook (2013) an integrated approach to supporting 
mentally ill parents and their children. Adrian Falkov. Pavillion Publishing 

South London and Maudsley NHS Foundation Trust’s booklets on parents going 
into hospital: https://www.slam.nhs.uk/patients-and-carers/patient-
information/information-for-children  

Worries and Problems of young carers: issues for mental health. Child and 
Family Social Work, 8, 301-309 

Van Loon, L (2014) The relation between parental mental illness and adolescent 
mental health: the role of family factors. Journal of Child and Family Studies, 23, 
1201-1204 
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