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ABOUT THE PARENT ROOMS

Peer Support (group and one-to-one, online and face-to-
face)
Counselling
Wellbeing programs (including artistic therapies, coping
techniques, confidence building, and more)

The Parent Rooms is a mental health support charity that works
with parents, particularly (but not limited to) those in the
perinatal period. We aim to provide a circle of support around
parents that creates a safe environment in which they can take
control over their own recovery from mental distress. 

We do this through: 

Our aim is to grow our already established province-wide peer
support network so that all parents will have access to support
no matter where in Northern Ireland they live. 

All of our peer support volunteers are fully trained through our
OCN Level 3 Peer Support Worker training which specialises in
perinatal peer support.

An ever-increasing number of parents are engaging with The
Parent Rooms, with over 500 parents referring to our services in
the last year alone (July 2020 - June 2021). 

COVID-19 has had a huge impact on the wellbeing of parents
with added pressures such as homeschooling, reduced access to
health professionals, and reduced social connections. 

Hearing parents’ voices, and embedding a model for parents’
participation is critical to improving outcomes for families to
thrive. 

The Parent Rooms has established a framework for parents'
voices to be heard through our User Engagement Forum, and
regular checking-in points throughout the parent's journey with
us. This includes our annual Parents Voices Survey.



OVERVIEW
In Spring of 2021, The Parent Rooms surveyed 145 parents
from across Northern Ireland, both current service users and
non-service users, to find out more about their personal
experiences of mental health, and any barriers they faced to
recovery.

This survey was designed for parents who had given birth in
Northern Ireland within the last five years, and asked about
experiences before, during, and after pregnancy.

The main purpose of the survey was to inform the design and
delivery of The Parent Rooms services to ensure we are
meeting the needs of the parents who are looking to us for
support. It is central to our ethos that parents play an active
role, not only in their own recovery, but in the design of our
programs and services so that we can be user-led and
informed of the emerging needs of parents. 

The survey was also designed to paint a picture of the care
and support given to parents who are struggling with their
mental health and to identify gaps in mental health support
that may be creating additional barriers to recovery. 

The survey asked parents about their experiences of mental
health support before, during, and after pregnancy. It
explored the barriers parents are facing to access care and
support, the interventions that parents found useful, and
what services and supports parents would like to see in place
to help improve mental and emotional wellbeing.

The Parent Rooms have used the results of this survey, in
conjunction with discussions with our active service-users to
develop a three-year strategy to ensure we are delivering
what parents need when they need it. 

We believe that by giving parents a voice, and a place at the
table to co-produce our services, we are responding to
actual need on the ground, and not perceived need in the
board room. 

This report outlines the finding of the Parents’ Voices survey
and provides an overview of what this means for The Parent
Rooms and the wider mental health sector. 

This report aims to provide insights into interventions that
parents want to see in the current service environment and to
help us identify gaps in our own service provision. 

These insights will be relevant to anyone working in the field
of mental health who is supporting parents, particularly those
in the perinatal period.



KEY FINDINGS
the level of support and care parents are experiencing in
the health service

the services and supports parents can receive through
engagement with The Parent Rooms. 

Mental health concerns are prevalent among parents with
94.5% of respondents reporting feeling some symptoms of
mental ill-health either in pregnancy or after birth. Of all
the respondents, 47% reported having no history of mental
health concerns before pregnancy. 

A significant number of parents are not seeking mental
health support due to shame, stigma, or a disconnect in the
relationship between parents and health professionals.
50% of parents surveyed felt they were only asked about
their mental health as part of a tick-box exercise, while
26% reported not feeling comfortable talking to a health
professional about their mental health (this was mainly
linked to feelings of shame or worry about this being noted
on their medical records). 28% felt the health professionals
they were exposed to were not approachable. Worryingly,
44% of parents reported that they did not think the health
professionals could help, or that they would be wasting the
professionals’ time. 

For those parents that did seek support for their mental
health through a health professional, almost half were
never referred on for mental health support services such
as counselling, community mental health teams, or
community/voluntary organisations.

77% of parents sought support for their mental health
themselves with over half seeking peer support, or support
from friends or family. This social connection, being part of
a supportive community in which you feel safe to explore
your feelings, is a key factor in mental health recovery for
those on the mental health scale

Our survey looked at two key areas: 

By taking this two-level approach, we are able to identify the
gaps in current services that we can help to bridge; and to
assess if our current programs and services are sufficient and
meet parents’ needs. 

The key findings of this survey show that: 
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KEY FINDINGS (CONT.)
When asked which support services would be helpful in their
mental health recovery, parents reported as follows: 

Peer support (group, online, face-to-face, 1:1) - 91%

Community support (social groups, relationship
building) - 69%

Wellbeing programs (artistic therapies, coping
techniques, confidence building) - 65% 

Childcare was also raised as being a barrier to accessing
support services. Creche facilities would allow parents to
attend therapies, classes, and social groups and would also
offer some respite for the parent. 

KEY DEFINITIONS
Parents: Refers to any person with legal parental

responsibility for a child or young person. 

Professionals: Refers to a range of professionals in the

child and family service system who have exposure to

engagement with parents. 

Engagement: Refers to the establishment of effective

relationships so there can be a shared understanding of

the goals and the shared commitment to support the

parent and/or their families to realise these goals



ABOUT THE SURVEY

145 completed responses from parents
Survey respondents came from every county in Northern
Ireland, with the majority from County Antrim. 
The majority of respondents were aged 25-44 (97%)
12% of respondents were pregnant at the time of the
survey, 88% were not

Methodology

The survey was designed to explore the experiences,
opportunities and challenges facing parents with a mental
health concern such as depression, anxiety, PTSD, isolation,
loneliness etc. 

After providing demographic information, parents were asked
to answer a series of 22 questions regarding their experiences
of mental heath care and support before, during, and after
pregnancy, up to five years post-birth. 

Parents were offered the opportunity to expand on their
answers or provide ‘Other’ answers in most of the questions,
and were invited to their additional thoughts using a free text
space at the end of the survey. 

The survey was disseminated to parents through The Parent
Rooms CRM system, via social media, by email, and by
newsletter. This dissemination strategy was used to ensure a
greater reach of parents in Northern Ireland were aware of the
survey and could share their views. Participation in the survey
was voluntary and anonymous. 

Overview of Results



THE RESULTS
We asked parents if, before pregnancy or becoming a parent,
they had any mental health concerns. 

“There is a stigma attached to mental illness” (40%
“I was concerned about this being noted on my medical
records” (35.2%)
“I was unsure what was wrong” (28.3%)

It is important to note that pre-pregnancy, 46.9% of parents
had not experienced any mental health concerns. This
indicates a positive correlation between pregnancy, birth,
and/or parenting on the mental and emotional wellbeing of
parents. 

For the remaining 53.1% of parents, just over half had pre-
existing mental health concerns and were not receiving
treatment for this. Later in the survey, we asked parents if there
was a reason they wouldn’t have felt comfortable talking to a
health professional about how they were feeling, the top three
reasons were:

1.
2.

3.

While we will explore this later in the report, it seems that
shame, stigma and lack of education around mental wellbeing
may be important factors for parents when considering
reaching out for treatment and support. 



THE RESULTS
We asked parents to select which, if any, symptoms of mental ill
health they experienced during pregnancy or after birth. 

Almost half had experienced anxiety including obsessive
thoughts or post-traumatic stress (excessive worry, persistent
intrusive thoughts, compulsive behaviours, flashbacks and
intrusive memories). 

Almost one-third had experienced depressive symptoms
(persistent sadness, lack of pleasure, feelings of inadequacy
and guilt, thoughts of self-harm and suicide).

A sixth of parents experienced low mood (feeling sad, mood
swings, or crying episodes). 

A total of 94.5% of respondents reported feeling one or more
of these symptoms of mental ill-health. It’s possible that the
COVID-19 has had an impact on this figure (35% of
respondents had given birth in the past 12 months). 

However, it may important to note that many of our
respondents become parents before the pandemic began. 



Of the 49 respondents for whom this question was applicable,
43% did not report any mental health issues during the
pregnancy or after birth. 33% reported having concerns and
24% weren’t sure. 

We know that fathers and partners aren’t routinely screened for
mental health concerns, and there is a particular stigma among
men when it comes to mental health. It could be that better
screening and engagement of dads/partners may affect this
figure.

THE RESULTS
We asked fathers/partners if they experienced any mental
health concerns during the pregnancy or after birth.



100% of respondents reported being asked about their mental
wellbeing with the majority of these interactions taking place
within the maternity setting. Only 28% reported being asked
about their mental health by their GP. This is particularly
important to note as mental health should be a standing item
of discussion at the six-week postnatal check with new
mothers. This is a vital opportunity to screen new mothers for
mental health concerns and put early interventions in place.

Interestingly, when asked if they felt these health professionals
had a genuine interest in their mental health, 50% reported
that they felt they were being asked as a box-ticking exercise.

THE RESULTS
We asked if during or after pregnancy, parents were they asked
how they were feeling in relation to their wellbeing, and if they
felt they needed any support, by any of the following health
professionals: 



26.2% of parents, however, reported that they did not talk to,
or would not have felt comfortable talking to any health
professional. 

This is a very concerning figure. Health professionals are often
the first port of call and the gatekeepers for mental health
support services. 

If parents don’t feel comfortable approaching health
professionals for assistance, it creates a barrier to recovery. 

THE RESULTS
When asked if they talked to, or felt comfortable talking to a
health professional about their mental health, parents reported
that they were most likely to talk to midwives, health visitors or
GPs. 



22% of parents reported that they didn’t think health
professionals could help, and another 22% reported that they
didn’t want to take up the professionals time. 

27.6% of parents felt that the health professionals they
engaged with were not approachable. 

A further 20% thought that what they were feeling was normal. 

5% of parents were concerned about social services
involvement if they disclosed how they were feeling. 

THE RESULTS
When asked if there was a reason they wouldn’t have felt
comfortable talking to a health professional about how they
were feeling parents reported feelings of embarrassment,
stigma, uncertainty about what was wrong or whether they
could be supported, and worry.

I BROACHED MY GP IN TEARS JUST
TO BE TOLD THAT I WAS TIRED AND

WHAT I WAS FEELING WAS
NORMAL FOR A NEW MUM

I ATTEMPTED TO TALK TO AN
OBSTETRICIAN DURING AN

ANTENATAL APPOINTMENT BUT
WAS TOLD TO JUST THINK

POSITIVELY



Of the respondents who had experienced mental health
problems, 47% were not referred to any mental health support
services. 

28.3% were referred to a community mental health team. 

Only 6.2% were referred to a community or voluntary
organisation.

2.5% reported that their healthcare provider didn't know where
to refer them to. 

Counselling remains a popular referral choice for parents and
health professionals as a means of mental health support.

THE RESULTS
We asked parents who had experienced mental health
problems during or after pregnancy, if were they referred to a
support service



77% of our respondents reporting self-referring for support
services such as helplines, private counselling and charity
counselling services. 

54% sought peer support either face-to-face or online. 48%
turned to family and friends for support. 

Counselling is the second most popular support that parents
sought out with 22% seeking counselling services privately, or
through charity providers. 

THE RESULTS
We asked parents if they had sought out any of the following
supports: 



41% of respondents reported experiencing mental health
difficulties in more than one pregnancy. 

According to a study in Denmark, mothers who had previously
experienced postnatal depression previously were 27-46 times
more likely to experience it again in subsequent pregnancies. 

This makes early intervention, particularly in the antenatal
period even more important so that we can provide parents
with the tools and skills to protect their mental and emotional
wellbeing. 

THE RESULTS
We asked parents if they had experienced mental health
problems in more than one pregnancy
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Peer support (online and face to face) (91%)
Specialist services within the NHS (access to these teams
are limited to parents with severe difficulties) (69%)
Community Support (i.e social groups and classes for
parents specifically with mental health concerns (69%)
Wellbeing programs (to learn coping skills and techniques,
and build confidence and self-esteem) (65%)
Specialist helpline (52%)

The top five answers were: 

One parent also commented that child care and respite would
have been significantly helpful so they could attend support
services. 

The need for a mother and baby inpatient unit is also
highlighted with 26% of respondents reporting that this would
have been helpful. There is currently no MBU on the island of
Ireland with mothers separated from their babies when they
require inpatient care. 

The following comment came from a bereaved parent who
didn’t have access to wraparound support once she was
discharged from hospital services: 

THE RESULTS
We asked our parents what services they feel would have been
helpful in their recovery. 

WHEN ONE OF MY BABIES DIED I HAD COUNSELLING IN
HOSPITAL. WHEN I LEFT THE HOSPITAL THEY LEFT ME

WITHOUT SUPPORT KNOWING I WAS UNWELL. ITS WAS
AWFUL. I ASKED WHY AND THEY SAID THE SERVICE WAS

ONLY FOR PREGNANT WOMEN.
 



THE RESULTS
We asked parents what gaps they feel are present in the
mental health support given to parents before, during and after
pregnancy. Here are some of the responses:

THOSE WHO AREN'T
'DEPRESSED ENOUGH' CAN
FALL THROUGH THE CRACKS

 

I FEEL THAT ALL MOOD PROBLEMS ARE
CATEGORISED UNDER ‘ITS JUST YOUR

HORMONES’ IN PREGNANCY. MIDWIVES FOB
YOU OFF WITH THAT REASON. AFTER

PREGNANCY ITS JUST THE BLUES AND I FEEL
THAT I AM NOT BEING TAKEN SERIOUSLY AT

TIMES
 

MEDICAL PROFESSIONALS ARE SO SHORT ON TIME
THAT IT BECOMES A BOX-TICKING EXERCISE

RATHER THAN ABOUT GENUINELY SUPPORTING
MUMS. WHEN I REACHED OUT IN DESPERATION

TO MY HEALTH VISITOR SHE SIMPLY TOLD ME
‘WELL, YOU SEEM TO BE COPING WITH IT ALL
OK.’ I THEN FELT I COULDN’T BRING IT UP

AGAIN.
 

I HIRED A DOULA AS I HAD A VERY TRAUMATIC
FIRST BIRTH AND SHE WAS THE ONE WHO REFERRED

ME TO THE PARENT ROOMS, WHO HELPED ME
THROUGH PEER-TO-PEER SUPPORT, COUNSELLING

AND ACTIVITIES. BEING IN THAT GROUP GAVE ME
THE STRENGTH TO TALK TO MY HEALTH VISITOR
WHO REFERRED ME TO A COMMUNITY MENTAL

HEALTH TEAM.
 

NOT ROUTINELY ASKED ABOUT MENTAL HEALTH,
ONE REFERENCE MADE TO ‘SILLY THOUGHTS’ OF

SUICIDE OR SELF HARM - MADE IT TOO
EMBARRASSING TO DISCUSS AND MADE ME THINK

I WAS OVERREACTING OR JUST BEING ‘SILLY’
 

MENTAL HEALTH IS NOT SEEN
AS A PRIORITY YET



THE RESULTS
We outlined the current peer support service being offered by
The Parent Rooms and asked parents if this is something they
feel they would/could benefit from. 

60% said yes they would and 30% said they would consider it. 

We also listed a number of wellbeing programs that The Parent
Rooms regularly offers and asked parents to choose which, if
any, they would have found helpful in improving their mental
health (it is important to note that all our peer support services
and programs were created following our first Parents' Voices
survey using the information supplied by respondents in 2020): 

Cookery classes
Creative writing
Managing relationships within couples
Parenting workshops (troubleshooting potty training,
eating, positive discipline)
CBT techniques
Social activities (coffee mornings, social nights,
opportunities to build friendships
Exercise (yoga, walking)
Activities to promote bonding (baby massage)
Complimentary therapies
Singing/music groups
Antenatal classes
Meditation/mindfulness
Feeding support

Interestingly, the programs that appear most popular are those
that match up to the Take 5 Steps approach by the PHA (Keep
Learning, Connect, Take Notice, Be Active).

We asked parents what other programs they would like to see
us run in the future. Some of the most popular suggestions
included: 



ANALYSIS
Overall, the results of the survey demonstrate some clear gaps
in mental health support services for parents. Meaningful
engagement with parents requires a multifaceted approach; it
requires skill and sensitivity from practitioners, and a service
system that values and promotes parental engagement as a
core element of its work. 

Effective engagement also requires a willingness and
vulnerability on behalf of the parents; it requires that they have
an ability to develop trust, and to be open to receiving support. 

As was repeatedly highlighted by our survey respondents, the
challenges of engagement that parents face within mental
health support systems cannot be overlooked.

Organisations like ours, and health and social care
professionals, are tasked with providing non-judgmental,
strengths-based, empathetic, and at times, practical support
that empowers parents and breaks down barriers. 

Disconnect with health and social care professionals

More than half of the parents surveyed were not being referred
for mental health support or felt uncomfortable reaching out to
professionals to discuss their mental and emotional wellbeing.
When focusing on parents with mental health concerns, it's
important to remember that their experiences with care
providers can either break down barriers, leading to effective
engagement, or create new barriers that impact their
willingness to reach out for help, and may delay their recovery
process. 

Our survey shows that a large percentage of parents within the
health system is facing many barriers to effective engagement
and more inclusive and supportive practice. The complexity of
parents’ mental health needs, the power imbalance between
parent and care-provider, fear and distrust, and shame and
stigma have been identified in this survey as barriers to
effective engagement. 

We know that particularly in the last year, demands on the
health service have been extreme. In the years previous to
COVID-19, lack of investment in the NHS has also caused
difficulties for health professionals and services. The most
common frustrations shared by health professionals are around
lack of time, lack of resources, and lack of funding available
for appropriate and timely services. While waiting for systemic
changes, however, professionals in the health sector need
support for how to best operate within the current system, and
how to collaborate with community and voluntary services to
ensure parents are receiving care and support using a person-
centered approach. 



ANALYSIS
Some parents have concerns that by admitting to any mental
health difficulty will mean involvement from social services or
having their child(ren) removed from their care. 

This misconception is a huge barrier to engagement and can
have far-reaching consequences if parents aren’t willing to
admit their struggles. 

The impact is not only on the parent but on the wider family
circle, in particular the child(ren) who may face lifelong health
implications as a result of having a mentally unwell parent. 

Practical barriers also need to be considered. Low income
families may struggle to access services due to restricted
access to transport, digital connectivity, and childcare to name
a few. This alone can make engagement difficult for parents
even when the intention to commit is there. 
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WHAT DOES THIS MEAN
FOR THE PARENT ROOMS?
It is clear that the prevalence of mental health difficulties is
high among parents in Northern Ireland, with the pandemic
adding additional pressures and barriers to social connection.
Mental health services have been historically inadequate, but
this has been even more so the case for parents for whom very
few services have been in existence. 

This is due to change with new specialist perinatal teams being
implemented in each of the five health trusts, yet these services
are only designed for those parents on the more severe end of
the mental health spectrum. The vast majority of parents will
remain without targeted and specialist care, particularly in
community settings. 

The new ten-year mental health action plan, and the Mental
Health Support Fund which is investing in the community and
voluntary sector to deliver mental health support, will be key to
addressing the lack of services specifically designed for
parents. 

While an unwillingness to disclose mental health difficulties to
health professionals exists, a willingness to access private or
community supports is present with 77% of parents self-
referring to these services. 

By building up the community and voluntary sector, not only will
we be able to reach those parents on the mild/moderate end
of the spectrum, but we will also be able to reduce the number
of parents needing support from the health service, thus
reducing pressures on our colleagues in those services. 

It is, and always has been, important for The Parent Rooms to
understand and approach parents as experts by lived
experience, to provide an accessible and safe platform for
them to share their experiences, and to listen to them with
respect. 

Parents need to be acknowledged as people first and
foremost, with their own set of complexities and
circumstances. 

We have, and will continue to provide opportunities for parents
to give feedback on all our services and supports, and of any
resources being developed to ensure engagement is genuine
and meaningful. 

This survey has also demonstrated a potential need for training
and support to improve engagement with parents both within
the health service and among the community and voluntary
sector. 



WHAT DOES THIS MEAN
FOR THE PARENT ROOMS?
 Partnership working and collaboration between organisations,
with the parent at the centre, is vital to reducing the barriers
parents face and reducing the amount of time they spend
moving between services. 

The Parent Rooms could potentially act as a ‘one-stop shop’ for
mental health support for parents from which they can access
supports such as psychological therapies, peer support,
wellbeing activities, and social connection. 

This will require a robust partnership strategy and clear ways of
working to be developed. 

Of the services we already provide, the most popular were
counselling, peer support, wellbeing programs, and activities
that promote social connection. 

One element that was highlighted in the survey was that a
significant number of parents did not understand their
symptoms, or could articulate what was wrong. It will be
important for The Parent Rooms to help provide clarity to
parents about mental health concerns and the range of
supports available. We may consider introducing an advocacy
element to our working that will help parents to navigate the
different systems and services they may be in contact with. 

There is also an element of awareness-raising, particularly to
break the persistent stigma around mental health in
parenthood. By normalising these issues, parents can feel more
comfortable reaching out for support and guidance without
feelings of shame or guilt. 

The survey highlighted that the support services and programs
we offer are meeting the current needs of parents; peer
support, programs that support skills learning to help them take
control of their recovery, and opportunities to build supportive
social networks. We will review the list of suggested programs
that we don’t currently offer and examine how we can build
these into our programs. 

The questions around childcare and financial difficulty remain
challenging. In an ideal world, we would be able to provide
drop-in creche sessions for parents attending our programs, as
well as travel subsidies. We are actively seeking to address
these issues but funding remains an challenge. 



SCALING UP
Over the past two years, The Parent Rooms has rapidly grown
from a small team of volunteers seeking to slowly and gradually
grow a peer support network, to being a regional mental
health support charity supporting over 500 parents this year
alone. 

We have been able to do this through several pots of project
funding which have allowed us to test new methods such as
offering wellbeing programs and creating new partnerships
such as our counselling relationship with Relate NI. 

Currently, we have one part-time paid member of staff
supporting parents through our service but we need to grow
our team quickly to meet the rapidly growing need of parents
in Northern Ireland. With the new specialist perinatal teams
coming into place in October 2021, we are expecting the
number of parents referred to our service to increase
exponentially as parents inevitably don’t meet the strict criteria
for specialist interventions. 

As well as this, the funding environment has become ever more
competitive as many community and voluntary organisations
seek to meet the growing needs of their own clients as a result
of COVID-19. 

In order to grow in a sustainable and responsible way, and to
continue to meet the needs of our parents safely and
effectively, our key challenge remains finding funding for core
costs. We are at a tipping point for our charity where we need
to move into the next phase of our development by growing our
team, expanding our premises, and creating space to build
strong foundations from which to continue to grow our
organisation. 

This also means finding ways to diversify our income stream,
looking towards community fundraising and a regular giving
program to give us access to vital unrestricted funds which we
can use to create a secure and stable working environment for
our team so they can focus their efforts on meeting the needs
of parents. 

As we emerge from the pandemic, the future still remains
uncertain for many, but for us, it has never been more clear.
Parents are facing more pressures than ever before and this is
having a marked impact on their mental health. It is our goal to
ensure that no parent in Northern Ireland is left to struggle
alone. We will create a circle of support that surrounds the
parent and walks alongside them as they emerge beyond their
personal struggles and into healthier and more fulfilled lives. 



The Parent Rooms

www.theparentrooms.co.uk

@theparentrooms

T: 02895 38 04 04


