Emotional Health
& Wellbeing
Survey Findings
December 2020

Copyright © 2020 Parenting for NI Limited
All rights, including copyright, in this document is owned or controlled for these purposes by Parenting for NI Limited. You
are not permitted to copy, share, download, store (in any medium), transmit, show in public, adapt or change in any way this
document or the content therein for any purpose whatsoever without the prior written consent of Parenting for NI Limited.

Registered in N. Ireland No: NI30087 . A Charity: Inland Revenue NI: XR93772 . Northern Ireland Charity No: NIC103613

TABLE OF CONTENTS
1
3
5
7
9
15
16

INTRODUCTION
CHANGES DUE TO THE PANDEMIC
PARENTAL CONCERNS
IMPACT ON TEENAGERS
SUPPORT AVAILABLE
CONCLUSIONS
RECOMMENDATIONS

1

Emotional Health and Wellbeing
for parents in Northern Ireland
Parenting NI are aware of a surge in need regarding mental health and wellbeing services for
parents and their children, yet there was a conspicuous lack of necessary data to understand what
is needed to better support parents in the region. This report aims to fill in these gaps in
knowledge and learn from parents what they need most regarding this issue. The report
encompasses views from 262 parents from across the region, gathered during a month-long
investigative period. It sheds a light on the heavy impact of covid on families in NI. A total of 88%
of parents reported that the pandemic had affected their wellbeing. Parents also felt that the
pandemic was taking a heavy toll on their children’s emotional health and wellbeing too, with 47%
stating it has affected them ‘a lot’, and 24% suggesting it affected them ‘a little’.
Interestingly, the report found that many parents did experience some positive effects from the
pandemic, namely spending more time at home as a family.
However, mainly the experience of families during the pandemic has been largely negative. The
interviews highlighted many of the unique challenges children faced, including educational
challenges.
Parents expressed a desire for more support around emotional health and wellbeing, both for
themselves and for their children. When looking at the support available, the majority (53%) of
families told us they were not aware of help or support available to them. There has been an
increased number of issues experienced by parents in regards to mental health provision and
intervention services.
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Emotional Health and Wellbeing
for parents in Northern Ireland
Numerous parents reported that they had experienced difficulties finding help for themselves and
their families. Many families have been unaware that support exists, and due to this have
struggled. Communication from the authorities was often experienced by parents as confusing or
lacking detail, which led to a lack of awareness of the support available. Signposting between
organisations could be capitalised to fill a need here to better support families.

Main Findings
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Changes due to the
pandemic

Overall, the survey and interviews found that parents felt that both their own and their children’s
emotional health and wellbeing has suffered during the COVID pandemic period. A total of 88% of
parents told us the pandemic had affected their wellbeing - 26% of parents felt that the pandemic
had affected them ‘a lot’, and a further 62% told us that it affected them ‘somewhat’. Around 11%
felt it had no impact at all on them. Parents told us that pre-pandemic their emotional health was
relatively good – the average was a 7 out of 10, with only 9% scoring themselves below a ‘5’. By
comparison, 28% of parents scored themselves below a 5 when asked how their emotional health
and wellbeing was at the moment. The overall average at the moment is 6.
Our interviews provided a range of interesting experiences. For many parents, the lockdown was a
challenge for themselves. In particular, things like balancing home working caused strain:

“I was working from home, and my daughter who is in P7 is taking the transfer test.
I haven’t been able to give her the time and support I feel she needs because I am so
busy”
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Additionally, parents reported impacts on their own
parenting confidence:

“I started questioning everything I did as a
parent. The rules and guidelines were
so confusing, and I was worried about my child’s
safety. I didn’t feel like I knew what to do, or
where to go”
This is mirrored in the reports of their children’s
emotional health and wellbeing. Pre-COVID, parents gave
their children an average score of 8 out of 10 for their
emotional wellbeing. Only 7% scored this below a 5.
However, parents felt that the pandemic situation was
having a dramatic impact on their child’s emotional
wellbeing, with 47% stating it has affected them ‘a lot’,
and 24% suggesting it affected them ‘a little’. Only around
5% of parents felt that it hadn’t had an impact at all on
their children.

Our interviews told us several unique
challenges children faced, including educational
challenges:

“My son, who has always been a little bit
different has really struggled without structure.
He went from a ‘perfect’ student to having
behavioural problems, and the breakdown of
structure is definitely the cause.”
As well as some developmental challenges:

“My youngest has regressed back into nappies.
Before the pandemic, she was toilet trained but
either the stress or lack of support has caused
her to slip”
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Parental
Concerns

Three areas were clearly identified as being the cause of most concern for parents over the last six
months. (Parents were asked to select the top three areas of concern). These were:

Children's
Education

Mental
Health

Fear/Anxiety
about Covid-19

Their child’s education/home-schooling (65% of parents selected this option)
Concerns about their child’s mental health (60% of parents selected this
option)
Fear/Anxiety related to potential illness/infection from COVID (51% of parents
selected this option)
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Choose the top area that have caused your child/ren concern or negatively
impacted their emotional health and wellbeing
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Also significant were concerns regarding social isolation, finances and loneliness. What is clear from
the responses was that parents were significantly more concerned about the emotional and
physical health of their children than they were about their own wellbeing. Parents were
unambiguous in their identification of the primary causes of distress for their
children as well. By far the most common option identified as having a negative impact on the
wellbeing of their children was ‘Social isolation – Missing seeing family and friends’ with 78%, more
than double the second most common answer, ‘educational issues’ with 31%.
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Impact on
Teenagers

Around 40% of respondents indicated that they had teenagers, which was a focus of the
survey. These parents showed a more significant decline in the wellbeing of their young
people – from an average of 8 out of 10 pre-COVID to an average of 5 out of 10 in the
current period. Around a quarter of parents scored their teenager’s wellbeing as being 3 or
below, indicating a serious level of concern.
Despite the more significant impact of COVID, parents of teenagers felt that the main
impacts were the same as other children. Again, social isolation was the most common cause
for concern, with 87% of parents saying this was negatively impacting their teenager.
Education/home schooling (73%) was another major factor, while others like exam results
(31%) and access to devices/screen time (29%) were affecting smaller but significant
portions of families.

What are the main issues that have been negatively impacting your teenager?
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One parent of a child doing A-Levels noted that:

“There has
been a lot of uncertainty, and she has been really bored even when she isn’t
studying because there is nothing she is allowed to do. Google classrooms and
Zoom can’t replace real interaction”
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Support Available

When looking at support available, the majority (53%) of families told us they were not aware of
help or support available to them. This raises concerns that are mirrored in some of the findings
of the interviews, where several parents told us they experienced difficulties finding help for
themselves and their families.
Are you aware of any help or support for parents or families
regarding emotional health & wellbeing?

Yes
47%
No
53%

An even larger number of families (72%) told us that they had not accessed support, reflecting
again in part the fact that many were unaware of support on offer. Other reasons were:
That they either did not feel that help was needed for their family, or that they did not think
help existed for their specific issues;
That they did not know where help existed, and had no idea where to even start to look;
Stigma associated with asking for help;
They were too busy to access help.

Unsure they
needed help

Stigma attached
to asking
for help

Unaware
of help

Too busy to
access help
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When asked what the government and third sector
should be doing to support parents. Parental
responses varied, the most significant was a desire
for more or better information. Around 23% of
parents said that the government needed to
improve messaging in a number of ways. They
requested better communication of available
resources, better signposting by organisations and
complained that rules and regulations were poorly
communicated. For example, parents said they
wanted:

“[the government to] Communicate where we
can get support from”
“Make clear decisions and stop bickering”
“Better knowledge of what services are
available”
“Advertise and ensure services are visible”
The second major area where parents express
concern was schooling, which was mentioned by
around 15% of respondents. The majority of these
parents expressed a desire to have schools remain
open, and were often fairly direct in expressing this
view:

“Keep children in school”
“Keep schools open. Reduce normal school
holidays to make up for the amount of time
lost”
“Keep schools and childcare open. Furlough
parents who have to stay at home to look
after children”
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A similar (around 14%) number of responses asked for specific support services, such as
interventions that would provide advice and support for families during and after COVID:

“Provide help/sessions to cope with mental health effects of COVID”
“More telephone or online or 1 to 1 help support”
“Easily accessible information to support groups and funding from
government for these organisations to provide these information and support
sessions"
One interesting outcome was a small but significant minority of answers (around 4-5%)
asked for help specifically for those families with teenagers:

“Directly asking families, in particular teenagers about the type of support
they would like”
“More online help for parents who have teenagers. There is so much more
support when children are in primary school but when they become teenagers
there is nothing”
“Access to online help groups with those in a similar group i.e. parents of
teenagers”
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We asked interviewees to imagine what support they might like to see if there were no
resource restrictions. They were varied, and included some important points where they
felt support was too limited or did not exist:

“There needs to be more mental health support for older children. The
waiting lists are far too long. Even if it isn’t complete care, something that
they can access in person and immediately would be so helpful”
“Support for children should be given in schools. Parents should be made
aware of mental health support before something happens. CAHMS is doing
its best, but it is too one-size fits all”
“Separated parents, particularly dads could use more help aimed at them. In
fact, there should be mental health training made available for everyone who
is going to be a parent. You never know who might need it”
Finally, there were positives of the pandemic period for a number of families. This question
was put in following the results of earlier work with parents in the pandemic period, to
recognise beneficial elements of this societal change. It is our hope that some of these can
be preserved as life begins to return to normal over the next few months. By far the most
common positive was more time spent together as a family. Around 70% of families
indicated in their answers that the pandemic had given them more time with each other.
This was seen positively by many respondents:

“Extra time spent together has been lovely”
“We are definitely spending more wholesome time together and there is less
stress”
“See each other more and spend more time together as a family”
Some parents did note however, that this was more relevant to their experience of the first
lockdown. They suggested that the second and any subsequent lockdowns have been
more challenging:
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“We thrived in the first lockdown. This time
it is lack of compliance with others making
our children even more isolated and at
potentially higher risk if they mixed.”
“At the start yes definitely - more time
together, good weather got into cycling
together, was really good. Now is much
harder, juggling school runs, work from
home, homework in evenings, afterschool
activities... worrying about risks all the time
- much more stressful!”
Many parents did note that the experience had
also slowed the pace of life generally for their
families, which was broadly beneficial:

“The change of pace has been positive for
our family. The extra time spent together
has boosted all our mental and emotional
well-being”
“Less time spent rushing around, slower
pace.”
A significant number of families however were
emphatic that there was no positive side for
them in this pandemic. Around 18% of families
suggested this had been exclusively a negative
experience for them:
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“At the start definitely as more quality time, now it’s just a nightmare”
“No, none whatsoever.”
“Not that I can think of at the moment. I was on maternity leave during
the first wave of COVID-19 so I was staying home anyway. I really missed
(still do) the contact with others.”
At first glance, it is surprising that so many families felt that the experience had some
positives for them and their families. However, the format of the question specifically
asked parents to think about any benefits of the COVID pandemic. This likely caused
them to volunteer responses that they might otherwise not have. This question was
important as it gave balance to the coverage of the pandemic. Our previous survey and
the work of other organisations rarely gave space to families looking to highlight good
things about this time. Nonetheless, this data does not suggest that families view this
time as an overall positive experience. Further study as to how good or bad it was in the
next round may be worthwhile.

Conclusions
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From the results of this survey, it is clear that the pandemic has provided a serious challenge to
the emotional health and wellbeing of parents and families across Northern Ireland. Overall,
families have struggled with the weight of the difficulties imposed upon them and the disruption
to their lives. They have felt generally unsupported and often lost when looking for help.
The pandemic has created difficult circumstances for families, in particular disruptions to
education. Parents are concerned about the impact on their children. We are concerned about a
potential “ripple effect” on the academic performance of the generation of children affected.
Even if schools return to ‘normal’ following a widespread vaccination programme in early 2021,
these children and families will require follow up support. Emotional health issues are rarely
treatable like medical conditions. There is no pharmaceutical or vaccination that will undo the
stress and strains caused by the pandemic. As such, proactive interventions and help should be
implemented for families affected by this, rather than a reactive approach.
This is doubly true to teenagers and children who have effectively ‘missed out’ on important or
formative experiences due to the pandemic situation. Families expressed concern at the current
levels of support (as well as lack of information) for older children and teenagers. A strategy to
provide bespoke and effective help for these families should be undertaken immediately to go
into action after the pandemic ends.
Communication in general demonstrably needs to be improved. Too many families indicated a
lack of knowledge or information regarding supports available. This is an issue not only for policy
makers within government, but for the community and voluntary sector. While budgets for
advertisement are naturally under strain and unlikely to expand going forward, other actions must
be taken to better inform families of the support that currently exists within their communities.
Better inter-organisational relationships, knowledge sharing and support, especially on the
community-voluntary axis is likely to drive better signposting and outcomes.
.
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Reccomendations
Lastly, there have been benefits to the emotional health and wellbeing of families that have
derived from the pandemic experience. A notable percentage of respondents found the increase
in family time and slower general pace of life was a positive outcome. Action should be taken to
preserve this going forward. The natural inclination of economic actors and policy makers once
the pandemic subsides will be to seek to return to (or improve upon) pre-COVID levels of
commerce and industry as quickly as possible. The economic damage the pandemic has wrought
cannot be denied, but to seek to replicate previous working patterns would be to throw away one
of the few benefits from this experience.
Choosing how many hours to work, and how to arrange your family lifestyle around work is in
part a personal choice, and policy makers cannot force families to forgo work to spend time
together. However, what they and the business community can and should do is allow parents to
do so without jeopardising their income. Updated policies and procedures to allow parents more
time with families and less time working should be adapted from COVID working patterns where
possible. Organisations should not seek to return to the previous status quo simply because it
was “how things were”, and government should use policy levers to encourage them to be
creative in their solutions to this.
These recommendations we feel would make the most of the difficult situation. By taking the
following actions, policy makers and organisations would learn from the pandemic experience and
improve emotional health and wellbeing:

Create proactive support for the emotional wellbeing of all children whose
education has been disrupted. Do not wait until they present with issues to
start to provide help;
Resource bespoke interventions for teenagers and the parents of teenagers.
These should focus on their emotional wellbeing and not necessarily be tied to
the experience of the pandemic;
Improve communication of available services. Promote in particular interorganisational understanding of services to better facilitate signposting;
Demand that pre-pandemic work patterns are not returned to without
consideration. Promote changes in working times and patterns to allow for
the preservation of increased family time.
.
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