°

Family Footsteps:
Parental Engagement
Interview Summary

[ [tialt - there is an alternative

[[February 2025




Family Footsteps is a project that brings parents together to explore their thoughts
and concerns about mental health within families. A collaboration between King's
College London, Bethlem Gallery, and the Centre for Mental Health, the project is
guided by a diverse steering group of experts from academic, charity, arts,
wellbeing, clinical, and community sectors.

The project used creative workshops, led by artist Amber Roper, to encourage open
discussions about how mental health challenges can run in families and the types
of research parents would like to see explored in the future. To assess the impact on
participating parents, Tialt conducted seven interviews with parents who took part
in the workshops during the summer of 2024. The aim was to understand how these
sessions influenced parents’ perspectives on mental health and the value of
discussing these issues in a creative, community setting.

e Parents are comfortable engaging in dialogue through creative
facilitation to discuss lived experiences of mental health.

e Creative activities can aid reflection and dialogue to share lived
experiences of mental health.

e A non-clinical environment supports open sharing of personal experiences
and challenges related to family mental health.

e Parents found the environment therapeutically supportive, as it was informal
and non-clinical. Many described it as a safe and non-judgemental space
where they felt comfortable sharing their personal experiences.

e The relaxed nature of the sessions, which incorporated creative tasks, made it
easier for participants to engage in discussions.

e The creative task itself facilitated deeper discussions and strengthened
connections between parents.

e Some parents were used to sharing in formal settings and found it
challenging to discuss personal issues with strangers, whereas others, who
struggled to talk about mental health within their families, welcomed the
structured space for open conversation.
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I really loved the creative aspect, I've not really done anything like that before, and
it took the pressure off needing to talk all the time. There was a little booklet that
they gave to us with some prompts to look at. | found that bit quite helpful and
quite moving, because it helped me engage with some of my feelings around my
daughter and husband. Also, | found listening to other parents eye opening, it was
interesting to engage with some of those feelings in a group. It is always useful to
hear what other people are going through and that they are to you.

Participating parent

e Collective discussions and active listening help to reduce mental health
stigma by highlighting shared experiences.

e Group discussions helped normalise mental health challenges,
demonstrating that they were common to all participants. One parent
described the experience as similar to a ‘listening circle’.

e The sessions provided a rare opportunity to explore family mental health
holistically, allowing parents and grandparents to share different
perspectives.

e The discussions encouraged reflections on generational mental health
experiences and their broader impact, helping participants find common
ground with others.

e Some parents reported that the sessions helped reduce feelings of isolation,
shame, and guilt regarding their mental health and family circumstances.

I learned a lot during the session, particularly about generational mental health. It
wasn't just about the issues between me and my daughter, but also about
experiences with my mother. Some people in the group had similar experiences
and shared feelings of shame, fear, and loneliness about their situations. While
some may have felt these emotions more intensely than | did at first, | found it
really valuable to see and share experiences. It was comforting to know that others
feel the same way and have similar thoughts.

Participating parent
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e Facilitated sessions enable engagement to build supportive peer-to-peer
networks.
e Creative activities can help develop supportive peer networks for parents.

Facilitated discussions foster a sense of community, encouraging parents to
support and learn from each other.

Participants were able to offer active peer support in an informal setting,
exchanging advice with others who shared similar experiences.

Some were surprised to realise they had valuable advice to share, which
increased their confidence and sense of empowerment.

The sessions fostered a sense of community, helping participants feel less
alone when facing complex mental health challenges.

The diversity within the groups was valued, as it encouraged social cohesion
through active listening and empathy. Parents recognised that, despite
differences, parenting challenges are a universal experience.

Even the fact that some people in the group weren't from Black or minority

backgrounds, yet were expressing the exact same concerns | had, was surprising. It

made me realise that parenting is just parenting regardless of your background or

where you are from - people kept talking about the same challenges we all go

through in the black community.

Participating parent

A creative and facilitated space allows for reflection and the development of
trust among participants.

The sessions provided a space for both self-reflection and collective
reflection, allowing parents to process their experiences in a community
setting. Some found this deeply emotional and impactful.
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e Creative facilitation helped to build trust, as participants could share openly
without fear of judgement—an experience that differed from sharing within
family or friendship circles.

e Many parents described the sessions as a positive and refreshing alternative
to formal mental health discussions.

I didn't think | would share that much actually, it is hard with strangers. At first, | was
just observing, listening, and seeing the way some people didn't hold back about
what they had been through. It made me feel like saying something too, so it was
like we're building that trust process. But at the same time, even though we haven't
met each other before, they made things feel welcoming. The artist was really good
and making something as we were chatting helped i think. She's a parent as well
and knew what we have experienced. It made it feel real and the fact that the
experience is real for everyone in that room got us talking, and we're not holding
back, it was like a little community.

Participating parent

Parents discussed the ways in which they usually discuss experiences of mental
health. Many typically confide in close friends and family, but some expressed
hesitation due to feelings of guilt or concern about how their struggles might impact
loved ones. Parent and baby groups, social clubs, and reading groups were
referenced as spaces for informal discussions. Some parents seek support from GPs,
therapists, or charities but feel that traditional mental health services can
sometimes be judgmental or inaccessible.

Parents found out about the Family Footsteps workshops through different channels.
Some were recommended by friends who had participated in previous sessions,
while others discovered them via community networks, charities, or online
resources. Many were actively seeking spaces to share their experiences and learn
from others, highlighting a strong demand for non clinical, peer supported mental
health discussions.
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The findings demonstrate the potential of creativity in bringing parents together to
discuss mental health in a safe and supportive environment. The Family Footsteps
workshops provided a relaxed space where parents could share their experiences
without judgement, learn from each other, and feel less isolated.

By engaging in open discussions and creative activities, participants found new
ways to reflect on family mental health and build supportive peer networks. The
findings highlight how non-clinical, community-based discussions can help
normalise conversations about mental health. These insights contribute to broader
conversations about supporting families through creative approaches, making
mental health discussions more open and accessible.
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