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“Talking to my parents about mental health” 

Report 

SUMMARY 

 

The project sought the views of young people on the ways they would like adults at home to 

approach the subject of mental health in daily conversations and offer support.   

We know that adults can find it difficult to openly approach the subject of mental health 

and mental health problems when talking with their children.  By active engagement of both 

young people and parents the project developed a leaflet which can be used as a tool to 

encourage open conversation.  The leaflet contains the views of young people about mental 

health stigma in society and why can be difficult to talk about mental health issues, 

especially at home.  Some of the views reveal heart rending fears about what might happen 

if other people knew about their mental health problems and the potential reaction of 

adults within the home.  The leaflet contains some suggestions as to what might make it 

easier for adults to discuss mental health with their children.   

We believe that use of this leaflet will help both young people and adults in the home to 

keep an open dialogue about the issues of mental health problems and mental health 

stigma and discrimination.  This, in turn, could lead to adults being able to support young 

people better when they experience difficult times, more timely seeking of professional 

help, and much greater chance of full recovery. 

 

INTRODUCTION 

 

Birchwood Highland works with young people with lived experience of mental health 

problems and we’ve heard from them that adults within the home are not able to talk to 

them openly about mental health problems the young people are experiencing. In their view 

this is because the adults still find the subject of mental health a taboo and they don’t have 

the courage and the right words to speak openly to the young people. As a result, children 

need to cope with their problems on their own. They told us about their feelings of 

abandonment, helplessness and isolation.  

The project partners came together to think how to encourage adults within the home to 

start an open conversation about mental health with young people.  The project was 

entirely person-centred, which means that the young people who are to benefit from it, 
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were leading it at all times. The UN Convention on the Rights on the Child states that 

children have the right to express their opinions and to have those opinions heard and acted 

upon when appropriate. Accordingly, the project focussed on hearing young people’s views 

and then by working with parents to think about how the young people’s views could be 

acted upon.  

 

OUTLINE OF PROJECT 

 

The project ran 3 focus group meetings in Grantown Grammar, a rural secondary schools in 

the Highlands.  The focus groups took the form of four questions / prompts which were 

written on separate sheets of flip chart paper.  The young people were encouraged to write 

down their views on the post-it notes they had been provided with in response to each 

question.  There was a girls’ group, a boys’ group and a mixed gender group with young 

people around the age of 13 taking part.  The young were discouraged from divulging their 

personal experience of mental health and to discuss the topic in more general terms.  

Guidance staff were on hand to provide support in case the young people found the focus 

group topic prompted them to want to discuss their personal experience or to seek help.  

Information about help for young people and adults experiencing mental ill health was 

subsequently shared with those who took part. 

Each focus group produced four flip chart sheets filled with post-it note answers which were 

then transcribed and collated.  The four questions / prompts are: 

1. Why might it be difficult to talk about mental health? 

2. Why might it be difficult to talk about mental health within families? 

3. What might make it easier to talk about mental health within families? 

4. Advice for parents (use of technology; timing; words / tone / body language) 

The research team, including peer researchers, reviewed the transcribed views of the young 

people and used these to prepare a draft leaflet for use in the parent’s focus group.  Parents 

were asked what they thought about the leaflet and if this would be useful as a tool for 

encouraging conversations between adults and young people in the home.  The views of 

these parents informed the final design of the leaflet which has been printed and is being 

disseminated widely. 
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EXPECTED OUTCOMES 

  

It was expected that the project would contribute to the following See Me outcomes: 

 People with mental health problems will lead more fulfilled lives 

 Self-stigma amongst people with mental health problems will be reduced 

 Stigma and discrimination will be reduced amongst communities and organisations 

to have a positive impact on the lives of people with mental health problems 

 Recovery from mental health problems will be more widely understood and more 

people will believe recovery is possible  

 

As we know from research, the most effective way of challenging mental health stigma is 

through social contact. We considered that the focus group meetings themselves would 

create an opportunity of such social contact. Young people would be encouraged by the 

peer researchers to speak openly about mental health stigma and the fact that stigma may 

affect not only their peers and their school environment but also their parents.  By thinking 

how to help their parents overcome this taboo, we hoped that there would be increased 

empathy and understanding of the mechanism of mental health stigma. By encouraging 

parents to discuss mental health of young people and how stigma can lead to children 

feeling helpless and abandoned, we hoped parents would also be more likely to overcome 

the taboo of talking about mental health in general. 

We wanted to provide a tool, drawing from the views of young people to help parents start 

open conversations with their children.  The longer term aim is that conversations about 

mental health will be increasingly easier and more natural, thus eroding the taboo and 

stigma. This, in turn, could lead to parents being able to support their children better when 

they experience difficult times, more timely seeking of professional help, and much greater 

chance of full recovery.  

The European Convention on Human Rights states that the right to life includes a positive 

duty to prevent foreseeable loss of life. In the light of recent suicides of young people in the 

Highlands a wider aim of the project was to try to equip the parents with the skills of talking 

to their children to prevent mental health distress.  

Therefore, unlike most initiatives trying to address mental health issues experienced by 

young people by passive education of parents through reading materials, our project 

involves direct social contact between peer researchers with lived experience of mental 

health problem and the two target groups, i.e. young people and parents.  
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ACTUAL OUTCOMES 

 

Young people spoke openly about mental health stigma and why they thought might it be 

difficult to talk about mental health in general and specifically within the home. 

Young people gave suggestions about what might make it easier to talk about mental health 

with adults in their home and provided advice that might help. 

Parents were encouraged to discuss mental health of young people and how stigma can 

lead to children feeling helpless and abandoned.  They identified the leaflet as a useful tool 

in helping to start conversations between adults and young people in the home. 

Parents are more aware of the issues their children may be experiencing and will be better 

equipped to support them as a result of the project.  This means it will have a positive 

impact on young people experiencing mental health problems. 

All of the young people agreed that mental health stigma may stop young people from 

talking openly about their mental health and asking for help.  Post-project, we hope that 

parents and young people will be more likely to overcome the taboo of talking about mental 

health in general and within their own family as a result of the leaflet.  We hope that it will 

be a useful tool for use within schools as well as in the homes of school pupils. 

 

CONCLUSION 

 

Young people confirmed general stigma in relation to mental health in general which 

discourages them from talking about any problems they are experiencing.  Within the home, 

they identified lack of understanding and stigma about mental health which contributed to 

fears about potential consequences if adults became aware of their mental health 

problems.  In general, young people identified positive relationships within the home with 

shared activities and regular communication as the basis for supportive conversations about 

mental health problems.   

Much of the advice provided by young people for adults in speaking about mental health 

problems is likely to be useful for other adults, including teaching staff, and for other 

problems.   
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RECOMMENDATIONS 

 

Young people recommended that adults increase their awareness about mental health and 

how normal it is.  One young person suggested that an expectation that the young person 

may be experiencing a mental health problem might help adults be prepared for it.  Parents 

found it useful to know more about the prevalence of mental health problems in young 

people and barriers experienced by young people in talking about their problems.   

The leaflet produced by this project will help to raise awareness of the prevalence of mental 

health problems in young people and the difficulties they may experience in talking about it.  

This leaflet should be used by schools and within the home to help raise awareness of 

mental health issues, to reduce stigma associated with mental health and to encourage 

conversations about mental health within the home. 
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APPENDIX II 

 

Data from focus groups 

 

Why might it be difficult to talk about mental health? 

Self Others Do 

Because you think it’s too personal to 
talk to anyone about it 

thinking you can deal with it yourself  

you might not want anyone to know  

scared to talk about it  

Thinking you can deal with it yourself 
 
Embarrassed 
 
Don’t know who to talk to about it! 

friends judging you  

Because they might be scared what 
people think of them 
 
People might think their weird 
 
People might not understand 
 
Don’t want people to feel sorry for them 
 

joke about it  

bullying 

People talking behind your back 
You might think people will laugh or 
make fun of you 
 
You might think people will not help you 
 
Scared people might treat you different 
 
Don’t want it to spread around school 
or work 
 
Afraid of getting in 
trouble/institutionalised 

People might be patronising 

Why might it be difficult to talk about mental health with families? 

Attitudes Actions 

It is hard to explain what is wrong when 
you don’t really understand yourself 

you might not want them knowing  

Might be other stuff going on and you 
don’t want to make a fuss 

They might be too busy to speak about 
things 

They might think of you differently / you 
think they are going to treat you 
differently / you won't want to be 
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Feel embarrassed and uncomfortable 
Don’t want them to worry about you! 
 
They might not believe you 
Your family might not want to accept 
that you are ill 
 
Because you feel like they won’t 
understand 

they might judge you  

they might feel responsible  

They might not believe you 
 
They might not want you anymore 
 
Might think you are weird! 

treated differently by your family 

the feeling that they might disown you  

Start talking behind your back about it 
 
They might give you a rough time 
Family could tell others 
 
They might have enough to deal with 
etc. bills, other children, work 
 
You wouldn’t want them to keep going 
on about it 
 
Older siblings might make fun of you 
 
They might fuss over you 

Not any time to talk to them 

Parents might be too busy and have 
their own problems 
 
Their parents might be abusive and 
make it worse 

What might make it easier to talk about mental health in families? 

Attitudes & Listening Actions 

If it was just as ‘normal’ in society to talk 
about mental health as physical health 
 
For it not to be a topic that people are 
scared to talk about 
 
Teach more people about mental health 
so they understand 
 
Being really close to your family 
 
If your parents understood more about 
it 
 
If they could listen without saying it’s 

Having someone come in to talk to you 
about it 
 
If you told a sibling they might be able 
to help you 
 
If you had another person that spoke to 
your parents about it too 

not treating you differently  

if you had another person that spoke to 
your parents about it too  

if you tell them from day 1 it might 



         
 

10 
 

their fault because it makes you feel 
worse and stops you opening up again 
 
If they listened really well / Listen – 
don’t interrupt! 
 
Talking about it more often 

them being supportive  

Parents to be calm and fine about it 

 

To care 
Stick with them through the bad days 
Keep an open mind 
Respect your decisions 
To know what helps you calm down! 
e.g. draw, sports 

Listen to your thoughts and opinions 

make it easier  

If you have a friend or someone you 
know suffering the same thing 
If they knew about it themselves 
You could get someone to tell your 
parents for you 
Speak to teachers at school and they 
can help you 
Go to the doctors with them and get the 
doctor to explain 
Getting advice from them 
To give you time alone with them 
Not to tell anyone if you don’t want 
them to know 
Don’t mention it 24/7 
Spend a bit more time with you 
To try and help you understand 
Help you find people who understand 
 
You could organise a group where 
everybody tells each other about what’s 
happened 
To try to get you help! 

 

Advice for parents 

Attitudes & Listening Actions 

If young person doesn’t want to talk just 
give them a hug and say ‘’I love you’’. 
That can be enough to help them open 
up 
Not joking about it 

talk to them every once in a while to see 
how they are  

being supportive towards each other 

don't bring it up 24/7 

trust them when it comes to decisions  

YouTube or TV programme and them say 
‘‘that is like me’’ 
 
On the phone because you can always 
hang up if you need to 
 
Texting instead of talking face to face 
 
Do an activity together so you aren’t sitting 
face to face like an interview 
 
Not acting differently even though they 
know something is wrong 
 
Not talking to both parents at the same 
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don't change, act like you would 
normally  

respect their decisions good or bad 

always expect your child to maybe have a 
mental health problem so you can be 
prepared  

To care 

Listen to your thoughts and opinions  

Being more open 
 
Always say positive things 
 
Worry about your children more than 
anything else 
 
Talk to them every once in a while to see 
how they are 
 
Be calm 
 
Keep an open mind 
 
Care about them 
 
Try not to stress them out more 
 
Don’t bring it up 24/7 
 
Give them time and don’t fuss 
 
Try to keep calm because if you’re calm 
they’ll feel better! 
 
Go at their pace instead of rushing them 
because they might not tell you 
 
Stick with them though the bad days 
 
Respect their decisions good or bad 

time 
 
Don’t force them into anything i.e. talking, 
getting help 
 
Text at night time as that’s generally when 
you feel worst and are thinking the most 

texting instead of talking face to face  

text at night time as that's generally when 
you feel worst and are thinking the most  

Keeping it private 

Keeping your children amused 
 
Have a fun thing to do e.g. movies  
 
Take them to a support group 
 
Watch out for your child by speaking to 
teachers and stuff so you can find out 
 
Learn about mental health just in case 
because it could affect you 
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APPENDIX III The booklet 

 
Don’t rush it have the passion and time to 
talk about it! 
 
Let them know they’re not alone 
 
Stay calm 
 
Ask them every now and then if they are 
okay or if they want to talk about 
something 
 
Always expect your child to maybe have a 
mental health problem so you can be 
prepared 
 
Make sure you have time to speak to 
them 

Speak to your children as much as you 
can and make sure you understand if 
anything is wrong 


