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Introduction

At Barnardos, we believe that all children deserve the best start in life.
Our services aim to transform the lives of vulnerable children because
childhood lasts a lifetime. One of the most important ways of providing
children experiencing disadvantage the best opportunity for positive
wellbeing and development is to make sure they live in a safe, consistent
and secure environment with loving adults who can parent positively.

Unfortunately there are adversities that can make that more challenging. This briefing
focuses onone of thoseissues, poor parentalmental health. Without adequate supports,
childrenlivingin households experiencing poor parental mental health are at greaterrisk
of developing theirown mental health problems, disengaging from school, struggling to
build relationships and generally experiencing worse wellbeing and future opportunities.

If we want toimprove children and young people’s mental health across the country, a
firm commitment made under this new Government, addressing the negative impact
of parental mental health must be a priority. Whole family supports mitigate and reduce
the potentialharm and negative impacts on children. Enhancing and making them more
readily available should be a first step, because childhood lasts alifetime.




Barnardos Parental Mental Health and the Impact on Children

Methodology

Indeveloping thisreport, we commissioned Amarach Research to carry out a nationally
representative survey of 390 parents across the country. Thiswas carried outin March
2025. Additionally, we carried out 10 detailed one to one interviews with parents facing
mental healthissues supportedin Barnardos services between November2024 and
February 2025. Finally, we spoke to staff across our services to get their views on parental
mental health and wellbeingissues facing the families we support.

Parental mental health and wellbeing

Parental mental healthis awide-rangingissue. Thisreportis focused ontheimpactit has
on childrenandyoung people, covering the full spectrum of mental healthissues from
diagnosable mentalillness to struggles around persistent anxiety and feeling constantly
overwhelmed.

Inlreland, itis estimated that 20% of adults suffer from a mental healthillness and almost
aquarter of allfamilies (23%) have atleast one parent who has, orhad, amental health
illness.

However, mostresearch only accounts for parents who have engaged with mental health
services orhavereceived aformal diagnosis of amental healthillness, therefore, not fully
representing the spectrum of mental healthissues that all parents experience.

Results from the Amarach survey show that onein ten parents (10%) said they were
currently experiencing poor mental health. Additionally, 39% of parents said at some
pointinthe past, since having children, their mental healthwas poor. Therefore, almost
half (49%) of all parents reported experiencing poor mental health currently orin the past
since becoming parents. Fifty five percent reported moderate current mental healthand
oneinthree (35%) stated good mental health.

Oneinfive parents (19%) said they felt overwhelmed most of the time, with a similar
numberreporting feeling burned out/exhausted (22%) and anxious (most of the time).
Only one quarter of parents said they never felt burned out, with a similarnumber never
being overwhelmed and onein 6 neverbeing anxious (16%). Almost one intenreported
feeling depressed most of the time, with a further half of parents (48%) saying they felt
depressed some of the time.

It’simportant to note that mothers were twice more likely to feel anxious and
overwhelmed most of the time than fathers and twice as many parents with children under
5(30%) reported feeling burned out most of the time compared to those with children
aged13-17.

How often do you feel: | Most of the time Some of the time Never
Overwhelmed 19% 60% 25%
Anxious 17% 68% 16%
Depressed 8% 48% 43%
Burned out/exhausted 22% 57% 25%
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Almost fourinten parents said they had experience of depression/anxiety and or panic
attacks with more thanoneinten(12%) saying they had had a diagnosed mental health
condition. Three quarters of parents (75%) said they had been affecting by at least one of
the below.

Has your mental health been affected by the following issue

Depression/anxiety/panic attacks 38%
Diagnosed mental health condition 12%
Bereavement/grief 38%
Family break up/separation 19%
Other condition/circumstance 22%
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Impact on Parenting

Research demonstrates that the potentialimpact of poor mental health on parenting can
be significant, and lead to parents’ disengagement and detachment from their children
and theirneeds combined with decreased patience andincreased harshness.

Parents who are able to experience positive mental health ormanage theirmental
healthissues are typically: better able to model positive behaviours for their children,
including stress-management and coping mechanisms; more likely to provide a stable
and nurturing environment for their children; and better positioned to manage family
functioning.

Almost seveninten parents who completed the survey (69%) who experienced poor
mental health or were affected by mental health difficulties said it negatively impacted
theirparenting. Almost onein three said it hadlittle tonoimpact (30%).

Half of the seveninten parents (49%) said it lead to them being less emotionally available
to their children with two thirds (6 3%) saying they were more impatient and less tolerant
withthem (62%). Over half said it negatively impacted their ability to enforce routines
(54%), with two thirds (62%) saying it led to lack of energy to perform parenting tasks.
45% stated that they were likely to spend less social time with children as a result of their
poor mental health and almost two thirds (65%) said it made them feel more guilty about
theirlevels of parenting.

Impact on Parenting

Less emotionally available/more 49%
emotionally detached

Less day to day attention on children 41%
Decrease in social time with children 45%
Less able to enforceroutines 54%
Increased feelings of guilt around poor 65%
parenting

Increased difficulty in making parenting 51%
decisions

More impatient/reduce tolerance with 63%
children

Less empathetic 41%

Lack of energy to perform parenting tasks ~ 62%

Impact on children

The consequences of poor parental mental health can be detrimental to children’s health
and wellbeing. Parental mental health difficulties canlead to awhole range of issues for
children and young peopleincluding worse mental health, more behavioural problems,
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lower self-esteem, reduced academic attainment and lower future developmental
outcomes. Results from our survey furtherreinforce these findings.

Worryingly, one in six parents completing the survey (16%) who said they had poor mental
health orwere negatively affected by mental healthissues said it significantly negatively
impacted their children, with a further half (54%) reporting it had a moderate negative
impact. Less than one third (30%) said it had little to noimpact.

More than half of parents with poor mental health who took partinthe survey saidit (52%)
hadledtoincreased anxiety and mental healthissues among their childrenand 60%
agreed it hadled their children to struggle to regulate theiremotions.

More than oneintwo parents experiencing poor mental health (51%) said it had made their
children less confident, with a similarnumber suggesting it made them moreinsecure
(49%) and oneinthree (36%) reporting it made them more withdrawn. For many parents
(37%) it has been the cause of their children struggling with friendships.

Half of parents (50%) experiencing mental health difficulties led to problems with their
children following routines and onein three (36%) said it let to problems engaging with
school. More thantwo in five (41%) of these parents said that it led to more attention
seeking behaviouramong their children.

Poor parental mental health/difficulties Agreed
impact on children

Increased anxiety and mental health 52%
difficulties

Poorroutines 50%
More insecure 49%
Struggle toregulate theiremotions 60%
Difficulties engagingin school 36%
Struggling with friendships 37%
Less confident 51%

More withdrawn 36%
Increased attention seeking 41%

Becoming hyperalert 40%
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Support Needed

Parents with poor mental health completing the survey were asked if they were receiving
the support they needed. Almost half (43%) said they haven’'treceived support they
need, with one third (32%) saying they had received some support. Only oneinfour (25%)
said they hadreceived the support they needed. Parents were then asked what support
they would find helpful

What support would be helpful?

Practical help with their children 54%
Help and support around theiremotions 43%
so they canpatientand present with their

children

Support for their children around their 47%
emotions and to help them understand the
situation

Helpintroduce betterroutines 40%
Counselling foryou as a parent 56%
Counselling for children 44%
Emotional support foryou as a parent 43%

Itis clearthat parents want more counselling support for themselves dealing with their '
ownissues but also for their children. Additionally they want help in making sure their
children can deal with their parent’s mental healthissue and to help them stay focused on
their children.
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Views and Experiences of Parents we Support

We interviewed ten parents who we supportin services across the country with
experience of poor mental health. Below we outline the findings regarding how they felt it
affected their parenting and their children.

Parenting problems
1. Lackof energy and struggles with routines.

Parents we interviewed said they felt they had less energy to enforce routines or
challenge their children and more likely to give in to theirdemands.

I would find myself sitting in the car not wanting to enter my home.
I would let the children watch more TV or play games into the night
rather that enforce routines’.

2. Moreirritable andless likely to engage

Forasignificant proportion of parents we spoke toit, their poor mental health made
parenting less enjoyable thanit should otherwise have been, making themless likely to
spend as much quality time with them. Some felt this was a result of parenting causing
themincreased stress and more feelings of not being able to cope, while others
suggesteditwas because it took theirfocus away from their children.

Feelings of anxiety and low mood will impact my ability to be in the
moment with my children, to have fun with them and to give them
new experiences.

3. Feelingtoo overwhelmed to make decisions

Parents we interviewed spoke about how hard decisions could become that they would
otherwiseinthe past have found straightforward when they had more positive mental
health. This made parenting far more difficult for them and could worsen theirmental
healthissues.

Nearly like you're stuck and can’t make decisions because you're
so overwhelmed and then you feel worse because you can't be the
parent you need to be it’s a horrible feeling

4. Emotionally unavailable.

Parentsinvolvedininterviews said they became less available to their children, particularly
emotionally. This could be due to being burned out and not having the energy butalso as a
coping mechanism, fears that dealing with their children’s emotionalissues would trigger

theirown.
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After a traumatic event, I was emotionally unavailable for children
and the medication numbed my feelings and energy levels.

Children can feel my withdrawal from them emotionally and that
compounds guilt, like a cycle.

5. Impatience

Parentsreported being more likely to losing their temper more quickly with children,
being shorter and sharperwith them. Alongside this many suggested they would give into
theirdemands more quickly and more frequently, despite knowing thiswasn’tin their best

interests, as they struggled to cope with the increased anxiety and stress that arguing with
their children brought.

I find that I am much more impatient even when I try not to be. I

end up giving out to my child for things that really don't matter or
aren't her fault and then in turn this makes me feel guilty after which
doesn’t help my mental health either

Feel unable to complete caring tasks. Allow extended screen time,
less patience to interact, not playful.

7. Parental Guiltabout being a good parent

Nearly every parent we spoke to said theirpoor mental health made them feel
guiltierabout not being a good enough parent. Thisinitself could lead to them
overcompensating and actually worsening their mental health.

It's difficult to always be on when you're not feeling yourself, feeling
of being a bad parent and overcompensating with love or affection
but not able to translate that into being able to cook healthy meals,
attend activities or do new things with the kids. Feeling like a failure
and that you're letting them down.
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Issues for Children

[t’simportant to note that all parents said they tried to prevent their poor mental health
from negatively affecting theirfamilies. However, they all appreciated that over time
thiswas almostimpossible, particularly when there was no support available. The most
commonissues outlined by parents are set out below.

1. Increased mental health difficulties

Many parents we spoke to said they were worried that it was a direct cause of their
children developing mental healthissues or certainly worsened their children’s mental
health.

My insecurities and anxiety have rubbed off on them.
My depression and anxiety seem to have been passed on to her.

2. Regulating emotions

Parents we spoke to were worried that because they struggled to control theirown
emotions they had failed to teach their children coping mechanisms and tools for
regulating their feelings and therefore theirbehaviour.

They also have a hard time regulating or expressing their feelings in
a positive way, because my struggles with my mental health.

3. Insecurity

Most parents suggested that their childrenbecame less confident and secure due to
their parent’s mental healthissues. Children felt less secure in their relationships with their
parentwhichinturnmade themless secure around others, and could lead to them being
more withdrawn and bringing about struggle developing and maintaining friendships.

They’re very shy in new situations and around people they are not
used to and I have seen them being uncomfortable with family
members they wouldn't see often.

4. Routines and school engagement

Parents we interviewed were concerned about the impact of poorroutines had on their
children, in particulararound engagement with school.

My child refuses to complete homework or go to bed at a reasonable
time. I give in, then is too tired for school in the morning resulting in
constantly being late or not attending at all.
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5. Attention Seeking

Parents spoke about becoming more distant and less focused on their children,and as a
result their children becoming more attention seeking. This could take the form of more
disruptive behaviour or children trying to overly please parents and other people ona
regularbasis.

My youngest is the most impacted and keeps demanding attention
which resulted in problems at school because even bad attention is
still attention

Support Needed

Parents we spoke to said they want help thatis holistic, dealing with practicalities but
also helping them to improve their parenting skills when there are periods of poor mental
health. They also expressed wanting support that involved and helped all of their family.
One parent currently engaged with mental health services outlined the lack of interest
theirmental health professional hadin their children.

Psychologist looking after me actually suggested my children would
be affected but never offered any support or guidance on how to
help me or them. Community health care worker who understood the
situation may have been able to help me

Additional adversities

Itisimportant that parental mental healthis notviewed inisolation to other parental
adversities, challenges and disadvantages. Parents are often dealing with considerable
complexities and facing numerous additional challenges and adversities simultaneously
to their parental mental healthissues.

These additional adversities are often the cause of or certainly compounded their
mental health and mental wellbeing. For example, they survey results found that twice

as many parents who reported being affected by mental health difficulties said they
either occasionally or frequently experienced challenges with substance issues they felt
difficult to manage compared to parents who did not have mental health difficulties (23%
comparedto 9%).

Formany parents, the combination of theirmental healthissues alongside additional
adversities mean that their children are more likely to be negatively affected and therefor
arein greaterneed for targeted support. Forexample, 50% more parents with poor
mental healthwho had also separated from their child’s other parent said their mental
health significantly impacted their children compared to those who had not separated
(25% compared to 16%,).
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Support provided by Barnardos

Barnardos works in 50 sites across the country, supporting thousands of children and
their parents annually. Ourinternal statistics show thatin approximately oneinseven
families we support there are parental mental health wellbeingissues are present, making
it one of the mainissues families we support currently face.

Through our family support services, we offerarange of support forthose parents
experiencing mental health and wellbeingissues. Ouraimis to put parentsinabetter
place to allow them to focus on their parenting skills, improve household environments
andrelationships for families and generally give childrenlivinginthose homes better
opportunities to thrive, because childhood lasts alifetime.

Ourintensive, home-based, one-to-one parenting support programme for parents has
been proventoimprove parent-childrelationships; parent’s confidence andreduced
anxiety; parent-child communication; parental understanding of, and ability to manage,
their child’s behaviour; social development of the child; consistent routines; parental
involvement in the child’s education.
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Policy Context

Overthe past five years there have beenrepeated promises by government leaders
to make Ireland one of the best country’s to be a child alongside numerous national
strategies toimprove child and youth overall wellbeing.

Forexample, the recently published Programme for Government firmly commits to do
more to ensure children can ‘achieve their full potential’. Similarly, within Young Ireland,
the government’s child policy framework, a key objective isimproving children and young
people’s physical and mental health and wellbeing with an aim to address barriers to
achieving better outcomes for children and young people.

Sharing the Vision, Ireland’s national mental health policy, sets out acommitment to
improve promotion, prevention and early intervention around mental health. It promises
there willbe afocusin childhood and adolescence on positive mental healthand the
protective factors forenhancing well-being and quality of life, acknowledging that early
prevention andintervention will strengthen children and young people and improve their
emotionalresilience.

Although thereis clear policy commitment to improve the wellbeing of children and
young people thereislimited acknowledgement, despite substantial research, of the
important role that parental mental health and wellbeing plays on this wellbeing and
future development. Within the recently published Child and Youth Mental Health Action
planthereis a positive actiontoincrease access to evidence-based parenting and
family support programmes aimed at enhancing children and young people’s social
and emotional skills, parental practices and parental mental health. Unfortunately, thisis
framed as alongtermaction with no further detail as to how this will be achieved.

Alltoo often childrelated strategies fail to adequately mention the role parents and their
wellbeing playsin their children’s wellbeing and future outcomes. Similarly, too often
adult strategies and services fail to take into account the impact an adults wellbeing has
onthe family around them, andin particular children. There needs to be wider adoption of
awhole family approach so that the outcomes of all are prioritised together, nowhere is
thisneeded more thaninregards mental health.

At the moment, too frequently once the outcomes of children are raised within certain
Government Departments responsibility for supporting those childrenis almost
immediately deferred to the Department of Children and/orTusla. As aresult the funding
forthose support servicesisinadequate when compared to levels of need.

It’simportant torecognise that the National Supporting Parents Strategy sets out to try
to address this, aiming to achieve greateraccess to parenting support services through
animproved partnership approach across departments, as does the work of the Child
Poverty and Wellbeing Office.
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Recommendations

As our survey results show, a substantial proportion of parents across the country are
dealing with poor mental health orhave done in the past. Tens of thousands of children
and young people living with these parents are at elevated risk of developing mental
healthissues, struggling to engage in school and finding it difficult to build relationships.
The Government canreduce the likelihood of the risks of poorer outcomes for children
living in households where poor parental mental health is present whilst also mitigating
potential harm these children may face by:

1. Earlyintervention and prevention.

Currently, the level of need forwhole family support services for families affected by
parental mental health far outstrips whatis available inlocal communities. The earlier
families can access these services the greater the likelihood of preventing poor parental
mental health from negatively affecting children. This has the potential to help reduce the
level of mild to moderate mental healthissue among children across Ireland. Funding for
intensive family support services working with parents facing mental healthissues must
beincreased.

2. Adult mental health services.

Adult mental health services are too often unaware whether or not their patients are
parents, resultingin tens of thousands of potentially vulnerable children remaining hidden
from possible support services. The parenting status of all adults engaged with mental
health services should berecorded and areferral offermade to all families with children
under18 areferral to sufficiently funded local family support services.

3. Stigmaand public awareness.

Theissue of parental mental healthanditsimpact on children can be substantial. As a
society, we have made huge progressin making children and young people feel ok and
comfortable talking about theirmental health. We now need to make progress helping
parents feel comfortable discussing and talking about mental health in the context of
being a parent. The government should develop a campaignraising the awareness of
parental mental health, the impact on children, andlocal parenting support services.
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As Ireland’s leading children’s charity, helping vulnerable children
since the 1960s, Barnardos works with vulnerable children and
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Barnardos supports children and families all across Ireland who
have been affected by traumatic life events such as abuse, parental
mental health, neglect, separation, bereavement and addiction.
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children in society achieve their full potential - regardless of their
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Childhood Lasts a Lifetime.
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