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Dear parent,

Parents who have psychological difficulties 
often worry about their children. Parenting may 
not work out like before. Tiredness may rob 
parents of strength and patience. They may also 
wonder how their children perceive their illness 
and how it affects them.

Psychological difficulties and mental health 
problems are very common. Maybe one of five 
children lives in families where parents have 
such issues. You and your family are not alone 
and there is no reason to be ashamed. Such 
difficulties might arise from stressful situations 
in life and also from severe losses, the extreme 
being loss of one’s home, loved ones and 
country.  This is the sad reality of many people in 
the world today.
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Parents may also have noticed changes in their 
children, and indeed, children may have difficulties. 
Some children may become withdrawn, some restless 
and grumpy, others may worry excessively and yet 
others may be unable to complete their homework. 
Furthermore, some children might seclude themselves 
at home. A toddler might cling to the parent, whereas 
a teenager might prefer to stay away from home as 
much as possible. No wonder if parents are at a loss 
and feel helpless. Children’s problems are the main 
reason for worry and fear for many parents.

This guide book uses the following terms 
in parallel: psychiatric illness, disturbance, 
problems and difficulties.  
The terminology is not important. 
Concepts to be presented here can be 
discussed in all kinds of families. The 
word “children” defines all persons who 
are under-age, including youth.

not all children develop problems; and 
even if they do, it does not mean that 
they’ll have a psychiatric illness later 
on. normal growth and development is 
possible even when a parent is ill. there are 
difficult periods in the life of every child 
and every family; it is the normal course 
of life. the critical question is how each 
family copes with and resolves difficulties. 
the purpose of this guide is to help parents 
to find a way to support their children.
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Depending on the type of disturbance, parents 
who suffer from psychological problems feel, 
think and act differently than healthy parents. 
The difficulties may be revealed in facial 
expressions, gestures, thought processes and 
speech, as well as in the frequency of smiling 
and the type and extent of activity. Things which 
confuse or even frighten the child may take 
place at home.                                     

Usually parent’s problems are not explained to 
the children because it is thought that talking 
about them would increase children’s burden. 
Nevertheless, children form their own ideas 
about the events they witness, and if they don’t 
have correct information, misconceptions occur 
easily. For instance, a child might believe the sick 
parent’s delusions to be real. Unwillingness of a 
tired, clinically depressed parent to participate 
in the family’s activities may be construed as 
lack of caring; my spouse is no more interested 
in me, my mom does not want to be with me, 
my daddy does not like me.

how do parents’ psychiatric problems affect their child?

Children try to find reasons for parents’  
problems, usually blaming themselves: 
Does my mother feel bad because I was 
disobedient? If I had behaved better, mother 
would be like before.  Did I do something that 
caused father to say strange things? Mother 
stayed up all night, probably because of my poor 
report card. I am so worthless that father said 
that he doesn’t want to live any longer. – Because 
children blame themselves, they believe that they 
are bad and carry a heavy burden of guilt. It will 
be a relief for them to know the real reason for 
their parents’ problems. 
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when problems that affect everyone are not talked about, family 
members become estranged from each other. relationships may 
become guarded (like ‘walking on egg shells’), characterized 
by suspicion, impatience and irritability. in contrast, mutual 
understanding generates closeness and trust, even if 
circumstances were very difficult.
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Will my child have a psychiatric illness in the future? 

The causes of psychiatric disturbances are manifold and it is impossible 
to know who of us will get sick. The following factors may predispose 
a person to mental illness: genes, the person’s own mental makeup, 
life history, current relationships and life situations, all of them playing 
a role. If psychiatric disturbances have occurred in many previous 
generations of the family, it could indicate inheritance of a tendency 
to react to life’s difficulties in a certain way. Even in that case, only the 
combination of many factors triggers psychiatric illness.  Are the life 
experiences of a child the same as those of the parent? Never, thus the 
starting point for the child is different from that of the parent.

questions most often asked by parents

if there is a tendency to 
psychiatric disturbances in the 
family, it is good to be aware 
of it and sensitively observe 
the child to determine whether 
s/he shows similar reaction 
patterns. if many relatives 
suffer from clinical depression, 
and if your child tends to react 
to difficulties by withdrawal 
and feeling down, you can 
tactfully encourage the 
child to speak about his/her 
concerns and seek the company 
of other people during difficult 
times. just being aware of 
changes in the child’s behavior 
may help the parent to notice 
difficulties early on and get 
help as promptly as possible.
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Does my child need professional help?  

If the child’s personality and behaviour appears to have 
changed in a negative way, it is appropriate to seek advice 
from a professional, who may determine whether the 
child needs help. For example, the child may appear to be 
most of the time depressed, fearful or moody, has sleeping 
difficulties, behaves badly, gets isolated from others, has 
anger outbursts, performs poorly at school or perhaps stays 
away from home as much as possible. The child might 
also have strange behaviors, follow certain rituals or talk 
about disturbing thoughts. Where to find a professional 
may depend on your area of residence. Usually the best 
first step is to ask the mental health clinician who treats 
you, or child's pediatrician. They are usually familiar with 
available resources. These may include a health care center, 
child guidance clinic or social service agency. They may 
also provide you with advice in child upbringing, because 
parenting a child with mental health problems is difficult.

If you are so concerned about your child’s mental health 
that you watch him/her constantly, it is best to consult a 
professional. Children are very sensitive and may become 
quite anxious if they feel that they are watched all the time. 

it is necessary to seek help immediately when 
the child is in danger of getting hurt. look for 
help if a child or an adolescent talks about 
or threatens with suicide, or when the child’s 
thoughts, drawings or conversations deal 
excessively with death or when s/he doesn’t seem 
to care about danger, for instance in traffic. 
sometimes it may appear that the child is only 
seeking attention by such behaviors or threats. 
that makes no difference. you would  
not expose your child to the danger of  
death in any other situation either,  
like letting him/her do a balancing  
act on the roof ridge or walk on  
thin ice, even if it was done just  
for defiance or for trying  
to get attention. 
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Have I ruined my child’s chances in life?            
 
One of the most painful experiences of  
parenting is the realization that one has  
made the life of one’s children more difficult.  
The feelings of guilt and anxiety may be so strong 
that they are difficult to manage. But even though 
your children and family may have difficulties, you 
have not intentionally caused them. 

You are not responsible for your illness any more 
than patients with heart disease or fever are 
responsible for theirs. Nobody blames a patient with 
a heart disease for having to stay in a hospital for a 
long time, being bedridden at home and unable to 
care for the household or to participate in parent/
teacher meetings. Why then does a patient with 
mental health disturbance feel so guilty for having 
problems? Because even now it is the prevailing 
opinion that psychiatric disturbances are caused by 
patients themselves, which stigmatizes them as bad 
human beings. Such beliefs are not true, of course, 
but they remain deep in our subconscious. 

second, it is important to realize 
that children can grow and 
develop normally also in families 
where parents have mental 
health problems. your children’s 
opportunities have not been lost 
even when they show signs of a 
psychiatric illness; treatment of 
mental health problems in children 
and youth has been shown to be 
effective. furthermore, difficulties 
are part of everybody’s life. your 
child’s development does not have 
to be thwarted by difficulties in 
family, unless no attempt is made 
to resolve them. recognizing and 
resolving difficulties as a family 
supports child’s development  
and equips him/her with many  
life skills that will be useful in  
the future.
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For instance, let’s talk about irritability, which is a symptom 
of many mental health disturbances. The parent loses 
temper at the slightest provocation and is angry when 
things don’t work out his/her way. However, children cause 
all kinds of annoyances: They spill a glass of milk, leave their 
shoes in the middle of an entrance hall, don’t obey and 
bring reprimands from school. Then the parent loses it and 
flies off the handle, or possibly bursts into tears (I can’t take 
this any more!) and may withdraw into his/her own room. 
Both the child and the parent believe then, that the child 
was responsible for parent’s hurt feelings. Even though the 
child did spill the glass of milk, he/she is not responsible 
for the parent’s excessive reaction. It was caused by the 
parent’s own mental state.

 

Almost all children – and even 
some parents – think that children 
are culpable for the parent’s 
mental health problems. Why? 
Because children can be very 
demanding, and because parent’s 
symptoms will inevitably become 
a factor in the child/parent 
interaction.

Are children responsible for their parent’s problems?
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What if the child’s problems 
were great enough to 
overburden the parent’s 
strength?  For instance, a small 
child’s sleeping difficulties, 
a child’s severe psychiatric 
disturbances or older children’s 
alcohol/illegal drug abuse could 
be such problems. But what if 
the parent’s strength would 
not be sufficient to deal with 
his/her child’s serious physical 
ailment: would the child be 
blamed then? Of course not. 

What to do when housekeeping falls on the wayside?

When the parent’s energy level is low, household chores tend to fall on 
the wayside. Mother in particular feels guilty about this and blames 
herself. Instead of self-accusations it is worthwhile to discuss with others 
how to arrange the care of the household. Similar household problems 
also arise if the parent breaks a leg. Then too it is best to negotiate 
openly how to take care of things.

shall we wake up in the morning, go to bed at a reasonable hour, 
do we have food and clean clothes? such ordinary problems 
factor into the child’s feelings of safety, thus these issues are not 
purely practical ones. it is a good idea to divide the house work 
between the family members, in order not to overburden anyone. 
if the family cannot manage alone, ask for help from friends, 
relatives or social services available in your area. also praise the 
children for the work they have done.

what can be done in those 
situations? first it is necessary 
to recognize how one’s own 
symptoms come out during 
interaction with other people. 
if irritability is your special 
problem, tell the child, that 
you blow your fuse easily 
even if you don’t want to, 
but that you are getting help 
for it. and if the situation 
occurs again while you can’t 
control yourself, talk to the 
child afterward. ask if s/he 
remembers, what you told 
him/her earlier – and also 
that you are sorry it happened 
again, but that the child was 
not at fault.



11

Sometimes it happens that one of the children will take 
on all the household chores. S/he might even manage 
the household in an exemplary way, including the care 
of younger siblings. However, parents should consider 
whether such a burden is too heavy for the child. If the 
child must give up hobbies and the company of friends, 
the burden is too large. Such an arrangement could also 
distort the relationships between siblings. An adult 
should take charge of the situation even if the child 
insists that she can manage. Children cannot assess their 
own strength or the long-term effects of situations even 
in adolescence.
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Will foster care be necessary?

Years ago, placing children in a foster care was the only means of 
help available for families that could not care for their children due 
to a parent’s mental disorder. Fortunately the situation has changed. 
Currently the main goal of social work is to help maintain the family 
through provision of support in everyday life by many different means. 
However, sometimes it is necessary to find a foster home, for instance 
when a single parent is hospitalized and no other care for children 
is available. If possible, such a situation should be anticipated and 
optimally the arrangement for child's care should be made by the 
parents themselves. It is easier for children, when they know in advance 
that you have planned for their care in the case you could not provide 
it yourself. Placement of children away from home is also appropriate 
when children are exposed to neglect or when they witness violence 
that threatens their care and safety. Obviously, it is damaging for 
children to be either the target of violence or to live in a threatening 
atmosphere and witness violence between people around them. In 
these situations it would be best if parents themselves would take the 
initiative of finding a safe place for their children.

Sometimes a parent who has a mental disorder may have feelings of 
resentment toward one of the children, even reject that child or be 
unable to stop from being mean to the child. In such situations the 

child may feel hurt, become depressed, aggressive,  
or show other behavioral and emotional problems.  
If you notice that you develop such feelings, seek help  
from a professional, such as mental health clinician,  
a family counseling clinic or child welfare agency.

try to get help as soon as you start worrying about your 
children or about your own capability as a parent. don’t wait 
until the situation at home collapses. teaming with a social 
worker in social services is a good way to begin receiving the 
help you need.  first you must determine what kind of support is 
best for you and your family. it can range from home help, family 
counseling and support for parenting to different therapeutic 
measures for family members. sometimes a temporary foster 
home is also needed for the children. don’t be afraid to talk 
about the situation with your friends and extended family! you 
might profit benefit from their ideas and experiences as well
as from the practical help they may provide. friends, extended 
family and the needed social services 
can all work together in building 
a supportive network for you 
and your children.
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what can a parent do?

children are delighted by even the 
smallest of gestures: a hug, a friendly 
word and a thank you means a lot to 
them. try to be sensitive to children’s 
reactions and respect them. older 
school children and adolescents may 
experience hugging and touching as 
too intrusive. then it is appropriate 
to show tenderness in a different 
way, like putting a note on the table 
to welcome the child returning from 
school when you cannot be there  
in person.

It is particularly difficult to agree 
about ground rules when the 
parent’s strength is declining. 
It would be important not to set 
limits that reflect either seeming 
indifference or cruel discipline, 
although such practices are not 
unusual. If the atmosphere at 
home is continually tense and 
the rules are repeatedly disputed, 
look for help at a family guidance 
clinic. Talk about this with your 
friends also; you might get from 
them good tips which are useful 
in everyday situations.

When a family has difficulties, the children need their parents’ attention 
and support. However, the children’s and parents’ needs are often 
contradictory: the child needs closeness and the adult needs time to be 
alone in peace. In addition, the children’s needs may manifest in ways 
that irritate the parent – for example clinging. Then any parent may 
snap: “Go away and leave me alone!” Rejection will make the child feel 
worse. Consider rather something like this: “I would love to be with you, 
but I feel so bad now, that it would be better for me to stay alone.”
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Consider the situation from the child’s point of view

l Think of the way your symptoms appear when you are together with children:  
“Do I anger easily, do I force my child to follow my own rituals, and do I warn  
him/her about neighbors without cause?”

l Think how children have understood the situations and how they have reacted.  
Matt begins to run wild, Mary withdraws to her room. Lena becomes anxious and tries  
to help. Jack goes away and stays out the whole evening.
 
l Which problem appears to be most difficult or important for the children? Prioritize  
the problems, for instance this way: the worst is that I anger so easily, the second that 
we, the parents, quarrel so much, and third, that I have no patience to listen to the children.

l Choose one of the problems, maybe the one that is the most topical to the  
children, or the one that is the easiest to handle. Consider how to explain it to the 
children. Leave the other problems for later on.

l Tell children that you are receiving professional care. It increases children’s feelings 
of safety and they do not need to think that the parent’s well-being is up to them. 

l Discuss also with children how the family can best deal with situations involving and 
puzzling children, such as anger outbursts, crying spells, compulsive behavior, and others. 
Children are truly innovative and it is important for them to be part of problem solving.

Help the child to learn about the parent’s illness

Get to know yourself and work together with your spouse

l Think of your own symptoms; perhaps make a list of 
them, whatever they might be: tiredness, paranoid thoughts, 
too rapid a pace, apathy, fears, mixed-up speech, compulsive 
behaviors.

l Include the other parent in these discussions, if possible. 
It is important for you because when parents’ work together, 
children feel safe.

l Analyze whether you support each other in the parental 
role or do you pull in different directions?
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Talk with your children

l Conversations with children may 
take place when the family is involved 
in common chores or when children 
are either drawing or playing. You can 
start by reminding the child about 
some recent event that was connected 
with your difficulties. “You have 
probably noticed that I am different 
than before---. I would like to talk 
about that---. Even yesterday things 
went wrong---“. Ask how the child felt 
about it and what s/he thought.

l It is important to start discussions 
with children by listening. Let the child 
have time to talk. Do not interrupt 
and say that it was not like that at all. 
Rather, ask the child to continue. It is 
common, that children form their own 
theories, and it is good for you to know 
about them. Then it is easier to decide 
how to respond to the child.  

l Sometimes children remain very quiet or say 
that they have nothing to talk about. They might be 
afraid of hurting their parents. You may ask them 
if that is the case. Sometimes children want only 
to listen. You can also use this booklet as a starting 
point of discussion.

l Invite children to work out solutions to problem 
situations together with you. “Do you have any ideas 
how we should deal with those mornings when I 
am unable to get you off to school?” Children are 
understanding and innovative.

l Don’t give up! If a discussion fails, it is not a 
catastrophe. If your family is not used to talking 
things over, remember it takes time to learn these 
skills. Often discussions with children are short but 
important. One learns to understand the family 
situation gradually, through many small chats and 
spending time together.The child’s age is also an 
important factor as understanding develops with age.  
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Try to find a supportive adult for the child and diminish family’s isolation

It is important for the child to have an adult person, with whom s/he can talk about 
family matters. That adult can be a friend of the family, a relative or a professional, 
such as a school nurse, counselor or school psychologist. In some areas of the country 
social service or volunteer offices might be able to find such a person for the child. It 
would be also very important that other persons, like day-care workers or teachers, 
who deal with the child on everyday basis, would be aware of the home situation.

Parents often wish that family matters would not be discussed outside the home.  
One must weigh the child’s best interests against the shame that parents feel.  
Usually there is no reason to feel ashamed and parents will be surprised when they 
realize how sympathetic other people really are.

The purpose of these conversations 
in the family is to help parents 
and children understand each 
other and the family situation. 
Most importantly, the aim is for 
children and parents to find ways 
to deal with those situations 
creating problems within the 
family and are puzzling to 
children. Such conversations 
build up a sense of belonging and 
mutual support within the family. 
Then loneliness and helplessness 
can give way to a sense of unity 
and hopefulness.

the purpose is not to encourage 
the parent to tell all his/her life 
experiences and problems to the 
child. the child should not be 
made into a party of the parent’s 
illness. there are adults for that 
purpose.
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Sometimes children tell about family matters 
to their friend, to the friend’s mother or 
perhaps to a teacher, although parents have 
told them not to. That might have been a 
survival tactic for the child. Instead of making 
a big fuss about it, understand your child.
Support your child’s friendships and interests

When problems occur at home, outside activities will bring the child joy, 
develop his/her social skills and provide necessary support. When parents 
experience difficulties, children may abandon their own activities. There are 
many reasons for that: the child’s strength declines, s/he concentrates on 
helping at home, doesn’t dare to leave the parent alone because the parent 
might be in danger or the child might feel that having fun is forbidden. Not 
being able to talk about matters at home raises a wall between friends.

Consider how you can support your child’s friendships, interests and other 
activities. Sometimes children need “permission” from their parent. The 
parent must say outright, that the child can go out and have a good time; 
and that even if the parent is in bad shape, there are other people to help 
and care for him/her. If driving the child to a friend’s house is out of the 
question, try to find out if somebody else could help?

Sometimes a parent is in such a bad shape that s/he does not want the 
child to bring a friend home. Talk also about that with the child and tell  
why it is so. State clearly that the reason is because of your own strength, 
not because you don’t want the child to meet friends. Put your heads 
together as to what other arrangements could be made. Would it be 
possible that the child brings a friend home when you are away and 
another adult is at home?
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looking ahead to the future

A parent’s mental illness is not the end of 
the world for the family, although initially 
it can darken the whole outlook. Although 
difficulties may occur, in most cases they can 
be ironed out and children can be helped and 
supported. One can also consider difficulties 
as a challenge for personal growth. Children, 
when supported by persons close to them, 
may develop better social skills, have more 
empathy, responsibility and creativity 
and also be able to manage in unforeseen 
situations better than children whose life has 
been easier. Difficulties are not an obstacle for 
the child’s development, providing that they 
are confronted and dealt courageously. 
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