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MHF

The Mental Health Foundation is the UK’s leading charity for
everyone’s mental health. We are home to Mental Health
Awareness Week and, with prevention at the heart of what we do,
we aim to find and address the sources of mental health problems
so that people and communities can thrive. The Mental Health
Foundation (MHF) works in partnership with See Me to deliver its
research, learning and evaluation functions. This includes the delivery of primary
research, evaluation, evidence reviews and knowledge exchange to inform programme
development.

FOUNDATION

See Me

s& Me See Me is the national programme to end mental health

End mental health stigma and discrimination in Scotland. Guided and
discrimination supported by people with experience of mental health

problems, See Me challenges mental health stigma and
discrimination. The programme aims to influence changes in attitudes, behaviours,
cultures and systems so that people with experience of mental health problems are
respected, valued and empowered to achieve outcomes important to them. A priority
for the programme is to better understand and address the mental health stigma that
is disproportionately experienced by particular groups of people in Scotland.

Statement on language

See Me recognises that terminology and labels used to refer to groups marginalised
by society is ethically and politically complex, can be harmful and is subject to
debate and update. Throughout this report we have mirrored the terminology used
within the literature we have reviewed. Wherever possible, we have also tried to use
the terminology partners themselves have used to refer to the communities they are
led by and work with. We are committed to continually engaging with this critical
debate to understand and mitigate harm.
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Executive Summary

Collaboration between parents, schools, and pupils enhances the effectiveness of
mental health interventions and leads to better educational and mental health
outcomes for children. Parental engagement is therefore crucial for the success and
sustainability of school-based mental health interventions, impacting both children's
outcomes and the reach of these programs. Understanding barriers and facilitators
to engagement helps improve collaboration between families and schools to better
support children's mental health.

Barriers to engagement:

Stigma: Stigma and feelings of shame or skepticism about mental health
prevent many parents from engaging with school-based interventions,
sometimes due to fear of labeling or family disapproval.

Trust and relationships: Low trust in schools or interventions, often from
past negative experiences or concerns about data privacy, reduces parental
willingness to participate. Strong family-school relationships are essential for
positive outcomes.

Time and resources: Parents often struggle to find time, face literacy
challenges, or lack childcare, limiting their ability to engage with school
programs. These issues are compounded by socio-economic factors.

Facilitators of good engagement:

Building trust through communication: Effective, continuous
communication between schools and parents fosters trust, enabling parents to
share information and seek support confidently, which benefits intervention
acceptance.

Knowledge to overcome stigma: Providing parents with clear, accessible
information about mental health and interventions reduces stigma and
increases engagement, especially when materials are digestible and tailored
to diverse needs.

Online access to resources: Delivering information and programs online
improves accessibility for busy or disadvantaged parents, supporting flexible
engagement and reaching vulnerable families cost-effectively.



Parent & Carer engagement in school based mental health
interventions: barriers and facilitators

A rapid, pragmatic review of the grey and academic literature was carried out by the
Mental Health Foundation research and evaluation team in March 2023. The aim of
the review was to inform development of See Me’s approach to engaging with
parents/carers/families as part of the See Me See Change whole school approach.
Findings from this review are outlined below.

Findings

Importance of parental engagement

In Scotland, children spend more time in school on average than children in the rest
of Europe’, with the rest of their time tends to be spent at home and with family.
Therefore, it is crucial that both educators and families work together to understand
how best to support children and young people’s learning about mental health to
ensure that interventions are effective both at school and at home (Goldberg et al
2019). Ultimately it is the collaboration between parents, school staff and pupils that
will ensure that the mental health interventions in place are adequate and
appropriate (Marinucci et al 2022).

Parental engagement is important for a number of reasons. Studies into education
have found that children who feel more supported by their parents tend to have
better educational outcomes. Harris and Goodall (2007) found that ‘students were
remarkably clear that what mattered to them was that their parents were behind
them, supporting them.’

Parental engagement is also important for the overall number of people who the
intervention can help. A key barrier for one study was that they were unable to gain
parental consent for young people to take part in the intervention (Langley et al
2010). A lack of parental consent means that fewer young people are able to benefit
from the intervention. From an evaluation perspective, this also limits the amount of
data that can be used to inform any changes that may need to be made for the
future. This is one of the key barriers that needs to be addressed.

It has been found that when families engage with school-based mental health
interventions, there can be a positive impact on both the mental health outcomes for
the students and for the families as a whole (Castine et al 2016). Their engagement
can have a direct influence on the sustainability of an intervention (Moore et al 2022)
and their involvement is ‘critically important to insure maximum public health impact’
(Ingoldsby 2010). Therefore having meaningful engagement is fundamental for
school based mental health interventions to have continued success and the biggest
impact.

What have studies into parent and carer engagement found?
The data on parent and carer engagement in school based mental health
interventions is limited. Therefore, some of the data presented is based on studies

1 https://www.tes.com/magazine/news/general/teaching-time-higher-average-even-cut
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into parent and carer engagement in school based education interventions. Although
these are not directly related, they can tell us more about how parents interact with
schools as institutions. Below the key barriers for parents and carers to engage with
school-based mental health interventions have been discussed, followed by a
discussion about the key facilitators that can be implemented to overcome these
issues.

Barriers to engagement

Stigma
Unsurprisingly, a key barrier to parental engagement is the stigma surrounding
mental health and mental health support. Studies found that parents and families
may not wish to discuss mental health or to engage with interventions because they
had feelings of shame, stigma and scepticism (Waid and Kelly 2020). In a study into
school based therapy sessions, Crane (2021) found that parents did not want their
child participating when therapy was involved. Another study found that there were
fears that young people would be labelled if teachers had a role in the mental health
intervention (Fazel et al 2014). This again highlighting that stigma was a clear barrier
to parental engagement.

The stigma that parents face from family members when accessing mental health
services for children may also explain why engagement can be so low. A study in the
US found that Mexican American families experienced feelings of shame and
disapproval from family members who did not believe that the child had a mental
health problem and that treatment would not work (Martinez 2013). Although this is a
demographic that we may not see in Scotland, previous studies into the stigma that
South East Asian communities in Scotland face could have a similar impact on
engagement with school based interventions. This could be an area to explore in the
future to gain more Scotland specific data.

Trust in school/relationships with school
Parental engagement in school based interventions may also be low due to low
levels of trust that parents have in either the school or the intervention itself. A good
family-school relationship is crucial in ensuring that there is a positive child outcome
(Williamson et al 2022a). It was found that parents who had had negative
experiences with their child’s school or formal services were less likely to engage as
they did not want their data to be shared (Williamson et al 2022b). This level of trust
in the school has been proven to have an impact on whether or not the intervention
programme will be deemed acceptable by parents or not (Williamson et al 2022a).

Unable to find time, resources and support
We know that parents are busy and struggle to find time to fit extra work into their
day, especially when schools operate during their working hours. Crane (2021) found
that one intervention was less successful because the children did not receive
support from their parents to complete their therapy homework. Although it was not
clear why this was the case, it may be that parents lack the confidence to engage
with school based mental health interventions. Smith (2020) found that literacy level
was a barrier for some parents. Harris and Goodall (2007) suggested that parents



may not understand how to negotiate the school system. Childcare was also found to
be a barrier (Harris and Goodall 2007) as the cost of childcare meant that parents
were unable to attend sessions at school in order to gain information.

Socio-economic status
Socio-economic status is a barrier that is mentioned in a number of studies. It can be
argued that it relates to the previous barriers mentioned, where parents do not feel
that they have the confidence or resources to engage meaningfully with the
intervention. Having less time and access to resources is an issue for all families,
and so it may be particularly felt by those on lower incomes. With this acting like a
reinforced barrier, it is an area that is particularly lacking in evidenced solutions for
improving parental engagement (Shucksmith et al 2010).

Studies have shown that parents and carers from a lower socio-economic status are
less likely to engage with a school-based mental health intervention. Parents from
low income backgrounds are disproportionately more likely to not engage
(Broomfield et al 2022) and when they do, it has been found that they are more likely
to drop out and stop engaging at some stage of the intervention (Chacko et al 2016).
It has been found that some of the key barriers that schools face when engaging
parents in educational settings are language barriers, childcare issues and literacy
issues (Harris and Goodall 2007). The key to understanding the barriers that families
face is to have an in-depth knowledge of individual family circumstances and how
this may influence their ability to engage with school based programmes (Williamson
et al 2022a).

Facilitators to improve engagement

When looking at all of the barriers as a whole it becomes clear that there is an
overall theme: lack of knowledge. It can be argued that this lack of knowledge may
be because parents are not engaging due to issues relating to trust and stigma or
they are unable to engage with schools due to a variety lifestyle pressures.
Therefore, in order to tackle these barriers it is crucial that steps are taken to
overcome these.

Building trust: communication between schools and parents/carers
The quality of the relationship between the school and the parents can have a big
impact on the trust levels that parents have in the school to provide support for their
children (Childs-Fegredo et al 2021). A study into early identification if mental health
difficulties in primary school found that parents who had familiar relationships with
the teachers were able to work with the teachers to share information about their
child (Childs-Fegredo et al 2021). These strong relationships can also allow for
parents to feel like they can ask for support when they need it and that when they do
so they will be listened to (Harris and Goodall 2007).

One of the most important factors in improving parental engagement is effective
communication between school-based staff and parents and carers. Having
continuous communication that is effective is crucial in order to ensure that parents
and carers have the most up to date information (Longhurst et al 2021). This
communication will allow schools to build stronger relationships between school



staff and parents which may lead to more trust. In fact, Williamson et al (2022a)
argue that the intervention itself can serve as a way to strengthen the trust and
relationship between the school and the parents. Overall, it is important that schools
work in partnership with parents, carers and families to develop their skills to support
their children’s mental wellbeing (McHale 2015).

Overcoming stigma: improving knowledge
We know that one of the best ways to overcome mental health stigma and
discrimination is by providing people with a good knowledge and understanding of
mental health. By providing parents with knowledge about mental health and about
the intervention itself, they may be more likely to want their child to get involved as
they may no longer hold stigmatising views.

Strong communication is critical when delivering the information that parents need to
understand the intervention programme. When parents can trust the school then
they will have more trust that the information they are receiving is accurate. Having
access to this information can give parents the confidence and trust that they need to
then encourage their children to engage in the intervention.

In a study into parental engagement with a programme to treat trauma related
symptoms in schools, Santiago et al (2013) found that parents wanted two things:
more parent information sessions and more tangible information materials such as
flyers, brochures or a parent package. It was also found that parents from lower-
income backgrounds wanted information that was available in smaller, more
digestible chunks and they preferred to have the information presented in a way that
was easier to follow (Broomfield et al 2022). Therefore it is important to equip
parents with more means to access the knowledge that they need.

Improving access: online settings to access resources
A key way to ensure that parents engage with interventions is to make the
information that they need easier to access. Some of the key reasons why parents
may struggle to attend parent sessions is because they worked long hours, could not
access transport or had childcare issues (Santiago et al 2013). A number of studies
have found that the best way to tackle this is to make information available is through
an online setting. This can widen the access of the information as parents can fit the
learning into their own schedule which can lead to parents digesting the information
in a way that suits them best leading to increased effectiveness of the intervention. In
fact parents themselves have expressed that they prefer for mental health
information be delivered online (Sim et al 2022). Using this method can address the
issues that parents face with time, which we know is one of the main reasons why
parents fail to engage with school based interventions.

Sim et al (2022) also found that this was an effective way to reach vulnerable
families and disadvantaged communities. Smart phones could also be used as a
way to share information with parents (Smith 2020) as these are more widespread
and may be the only way to get online for some people from low income families.
Therefore having parental programmes online is a good way to tackle the barrier of
reaching parents from lower socio-economic backgrounds.



Online interventions can also be a more cost effective way to communicate
information to parents as it requires less support from professionals and less overall
resources in the long term meaning that it has good scope for scalability (Sim et al
2022). This can mean that the intervention is more sustainable over time.

Batyr: a school based mental health intervention that works with parents
There were few examples of interventions in action to tackle mental health in schools
that include parents and carers. The best we could find is the Australian
batyr@school intervention, which is a suite of resources to educate young people
about their own mental health and to give them guidance on how to access support.

The aim of the programme is ‘for school communities that are free from stigma, have
open and supportive conversations about mental health, and are equipped with the
tools to promote mental health’?. Using a peer to peer model a variety of topics
relating to mental health are discussed. They also include follow up sessions on
topics that include ‘looking out for mates’, stress and anxiety and the transition out of
high school. The intervention is delivered face-to-face or online, with one programme
delivered to a cohort each year and a follow up each year after. They also provide
programmes for student leaders and teacher development sessions. The
intervention has had a positive outcome, with 78% of young people more likely to
seek help after seeing a batyr programme and 85% of students rating the
programme as highly engaging?®.

The intervention is successful in part because of the way in which parents are
involved. The programme offers information sessions for parents, invites them to
attend sessions with their children and provides follow up information after the
session has ended on how to support their children if they are dealing with mental
health conditions. The parent information forums are delivered through a lived
experience speaker, followed by a Q&A session with a panel of experts. Batyr have
found that parents leave with a better understanding of mental health and how they
can support their children as well as a greater understanding of what services are
available.

Conclusions

Parental engagement is key to the sustained success of school based mental health
interventions. Parent and carer engagement leads to more positive outcomes for the
children who take part in the interventions.This review explored barriers and
facilitators of parental engagement in school-based mental health interventions.

The review identified several key barriers to engagement including stigma, poor
relationships and trust between parents and schools, the ability to find time and
resources to engage and socio-economic status. Feelings of shame, scepticism, and
fear of labelling prevent many parents from participating in school-based
interventions. Concerns about family disapproval and cultural stigma, such as those
observed in some ethnic communities, further reduce engagement.

2 https://beyou.edu.au/resources/programs-directory/b/batyrschool
3 https://www.batyr.com.au/batyr-school/
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Low trust in schools or intervention programs, often stemming from previous
negative experiences or worries about data privacy, diminishes parental willingness
to engage. Positive family-school relationships are crucial for acceptance and
success of mental health interventions.

Parents frequently face challenges such as limited time, literacy barriers, and lack of
childcare, which restrict their ability to support school mental health initiatives.
Families from lower socio-economic backgrounds are disproportionately affected by
such barriers, and are less likely to engage or sustain involvement in interventions as
a result.

By improving knowledge, building trust and making information accessible it is
possible to increase parental engagement in school-based interventions. Providing
accessible, clear information about mental health and intervention programmes
reduces stigma and increases parental engagement. Strong, continuous
communication between schools and parents fosters trust, enabling parents to share
information and seek support confidently. Familiarity with school staff encourages
collaboration and helps parents feel heard and supported. Parents value information
sessions and resources presented in accessible formats. An example was shared of
batyr@school in Australia, which demonstrates the importance of knowledge in
building meaningful parental engagement into the intervention. This is done through
building trust by keeping parents informed through parent forums where they can
access expert information in a safe environment.

Online delivery of information and programmes addresses barriers related to time,
transport, and childcare. Parents appreciate flexible, digital access to mental health
resources, which also effectively reaches vulnerable and disadvantaged families.
Online interventions can also be more cost-effective and scalable, supporting long-
term sustainability.
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