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How You Can Help Your Child After  
They've Been Diagnosed with Mental Illness 

 

Within the past few years, you’ve probably heard more people talking about the issue of mental health– and 
for good reason. According to the National Mental Health Association, mental health problems affect one in 
every five young people at any given time. Moreover, an estimated two-thirds of all young people with mental 
health problems are not receiving the help they need. Luckily, increased awareness has led to better 
information.  

Understand the Diagnosis 
The first step in helping a child living with mental illness is ensuring they’re properly diagnosed by a mental 
health professional. However, it’s not always that simple. One of the most difficult parts of discussing mental 
health is the range of illnesses, as well as the levels of severity each can entail. According to the National 
Institutes of Health (NIH), a mental illness can be defined as “a health condition that changes a person’s 
thinking, feelings, or behavior (or all three) and that causes the person distress and difficulty in functioning.” 
This can include depression, bipolar disorder, anxiety disorder, schizophrenia, attention deficit hyperactivity 
disorder (ADHD), autism, and obsessive-compulsive disorder. While each illness is different, the symptoms 
being exhibited can often be confused. Consulting with a mental health professional and understanding your 
available resources can help you learn about your child’s specific diagnosis, the potential symptoms, and how 
those symptoms can manifest differently in individuals. 
 

Process the Diagnosis 
Once a child has been diagnosed, they may display a range of emotions, such as fear, anger, sadness, 
confusion or apathy. Dr. Bobbi Wegner, a clinical psychologist at Boston Behavioral Medicine encourages 
parents to remind their children – and themselves – that their child is not their diagnosis. Yes, they may have 
mental illness, but that’s only a part of who they are. In other words, a person with depression is not 
necessarily a depressed person. By addressing these other valuable qualities, you can help your child – and 
yourself – see their mental illness as only one part of their whole identity. 
 

Another component of processing your child’s diagnosis is working to understand your response to it. How 
you react can depend on many things, including the type and severity of illness, your relationship with your 
child, how you’ve approached parenting prior to your child’s diagnosis, and your experience with mental 
illness. According to Dr. Natasha Burgert, a Kansas City-based pediatrician, having a child with mental illness 
can cause parents to lean into their parenting style. For example, some parents may increasingly emphasize 
“tough love,” while others may become more protective or accommodating of their child. Additionally, if you 
don’t have any family history of mental illness, there could be a sense of shock – even denial – about the 
diagnosis. However, a lack of knowledge may energize you to be proactive in seeking out answers and making 
a plan. Alternatively, if you, or someone close to you, have struggled with mental illness, you may feel more 
equipped to deal with it. Keep in mind that your child will likely have their own unique experience dealing with 
mental illness. Overall, try to be aware of how these preconceived notions may come into play when working 
through your child’s diagnosis. 



DET SCHOOLTRICT 

 

Many parents grapple with what it means to have a kid with mental illness. Am I a bad parent? Have I failed 
my child? Is there anything I could have done differently? Wegner cautions parents to avoid self-blame. While 
environmental factors like adverse childhood experiences can certainly have an impact on a child’s 
development, research shows mental illness is associated with changes in the brain's structure—proving it 
does indeed have a biological basis. “Having a hormone imbalance that is causing symptoms of mental illness 
is no different than needing to wear glasses,” Burgert says. Your child’s mental illness is not necessarily a 
consequence of your parenting, but a condition of how their brain is wired. 

Get Support 
Start assembling a network of support for your child. Mental health issues often are managed with some 
combination of medication and therapy, so having a solid team of specialists – from a psychiatrist to a school 
social worker – is crucial. If your child is resistant to therapy, Wegner recommends checking in after three 
sessions. If they’re still not making progress, consider exploring other options. “Therapy is based in 
connection. At the end of the day, the patient is the consumer. If it’s not working, there are many other 
people out there who can provide more support,” Wegner explains. 
 

Create a Supportive Environment 
One of the best things you can do for a child with mental illness is to make them feel safe and loved. “Create 
an environment in your home that is highly supportive, and low in stress,” Stephen Wallace, the President and 
Director of Center for Adolescent Research and Education (CARE), recommends. Structure can be crucial to 
creating a low-stress environment.  
Part of a safe environment is having the space for open communication and constant dialogue. “Get them 
well-versed in self-identifying by asking how they are and checking up,” Wallace says. “It’s important for 
parents to help kids dealing with mental illness learn how to calm themselves down, identify emotions, and 
understand how it affects their behavior. Sometimes, kids don’t follow that trail naturally.” But when you talk 
with your child about their emotions is just as important as what you’re talking about.  

Give Yourself Time 
It’s virtually impossible to be completely prepared for what’s to come when a child is diagnosed with mental 
illness. Naturally, there can be a huge learning curve. Wallace warns parents that there will be moments when 
you’ll have to first make a decision and then gauge how your child responds to it in order to figure out what 
works and what doesn’t. Additionally, you may have to step back at times and ask yourself, 'what is a result of 
the child’s mental illness and what might be a natural response to frustration?’ Kids with mental health issues 
are still kids. They’ll still have the same struggles. It’s important to pick your battles and differentiate between 
what’s harmful behavior, and what’s generally annoying,” Wallace explains. 
In the end, your experience navigating your child’s mental illness will be personal to you. Ultimately the most 
important thing you can do is to love and support your child. Just remember, it’s a process. 
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