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Introduction
Mental Health America (MHA) is proud to recognize November as National Family Caregivers Month – a time to
celebrate the contributions of caregivers and provide them with tools that they need for their mental health.
In 2021 MHA is focusing on parents – while not all caregivers are parents, all parents are caregivers. Parenting
is greatly rewarding, but it can also be really hard. As a parent myself, I remember times when concerns for my
school-age children were all-consuming – from worrisome sports injuries to trying to get the right supports in
school for my child who struggled, and all the daily challenges (and joys!) in between. In retrospect, I know that
I have always been better able to effectively support my children when I was also supporting my own mental
health, but it is not always easy to prioritize self-care when one is caring for others in need.
Making sure the needs of your child/children are being met is of vital importance but may make maintaining
physical and mental health more difficult and can put a strain on work, social, and romantic relationships. When
you are caring for a child with a physical or mental health condition, the burden is even greater.
Data from MHAScreening.org show that 46% of parents caring for a child said that they were taking a screen
because of the stress of caregiving, and fathers who were experiencing moderate-to-severe symptoms of a
mental health condition were much less likely to have received previous mental health support than mothers.
Furthermore, sandwich generation caregivers (those caring for their children and their parents) were more likely
to screen at risk of a mental health condition than the general caregiving population.
To address these needs, MHA has gathered a wealth of resources to help parents and other caregivers work
through the challenges of caregiving, start conversations, deal with crisis, and address their own mental health.
We’ve also created new resources for single parents, the sandwich generation, and new fathers – who may feel
left out of parental health conversations.
It is our hope that you’ll share this information far and wide to help support those who dedicate so much of their
lives to supporting and caring for others.
Sincerely,

Schroeder Stribling
President & CEO
Mental Health America
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Becoming a parent is a huge milestone for anyone, but when a new baby joins the family, it’s common for support systems to prioritize the mother
and child. Even many health professionals educate moms on what to expect during the transition to motherhood, while the transition to fatherhood is
primarily addressed in the context of supporting the mother and baby – if it is at all.
Between the lack of education about the challenges of fatherhood and societal pressures of masculinity, dads don’t always pay attention to their mental
health after bringing a child into the family. While they may notice changes in their mood and behavior, they might not recognize them as symptoms
of a mental health condition. Many don’t even know that men can experience pre- and postpartum depression and anxiety – around one in 10 fathers
experience Paternal Postpartum Depression (PPPD) and up to 16% deal with an anxiety disorder during the weeks before and after birth.1

COMMON STRESSORS
Drastic Life Changes

Often the feelings of love and joy that a new baby brings are mixed with feelings of frustration and regret over losing your old life. There’s an adjustment
period for everyone when a new member joins the family. Overnight, you become much less in control of how you spend your time than you were
before. This lifestyle change can be especially jarring if you’re a first-time parent. Most fathers find their expectations of parenthood to be very different
than reality.
Talk to other dads or new parents – they are likely navigating similar changes and stresses. If you don’t personally know any other new fathers or fathers
of young children:
•
Search for support groups. There may be local groups that meet in person, or you can look online. Facebook is a good place to start.
•
Introduce yourself to other dads. Try striking up a conversation while picking your child up from daycare or at child-centered community events. If
your child’s mother has mommy friends, see if she can introduce you to their partners.

Guilt Around Bonding

Bonding with a newborn is often more difficult for fathers than mothers, especially if the mother carried the child – men miss out on a lot of direct connection with the baby during pregnancy and soon after birth, from carrying and birthing the baby to breastfeeding. It’s also uncommon for men to take
significant time off work after the birth of their child. Paid paternity leave is not standard for most companies, and while 90% of new fathers take some
time off, 70% take ten days or less5, which is fewer than the weeks of maternity leave a woman typically takes. If you are having a hard time feeling close to
your baby and feelings of guilt arise, it may be tempting to withdraw even further. Try not to be too hard on yourself if you don’t feel a quick connection
with your baby. While men generally spend more time with their young children now than in past generations, it’s entirely normal for it to take weeks or
months to develop an intimate emotional bond with your baby.
Mothers have a head start when bonding with a baby, but there are plenty of ways to grow a strong father-child connection.
•
Skin-to-skin contact is important for babies and a great way to initiate a bond – let the baby snuggle against your bare chest and feel your heartbeat.
•
If you spoke to the baby in the womb, they will likely already recognize your voice; continuing to talk to them (or read, or sing) helps that bond grow.
•
Make alone time for you and the baby (it will give your partner a break, too!) – be in charge of bath time, take over some of the feeds if mom isn’t
exclusively breastfeeding, or wear the baby in a carrier while doing light tasks around the house.

Relationship Changes

There are non-stop household chores and baby duties to take care of with a new baby and sleep deprivation on top of everything else. You’re probably
bickering more than before, and what used to be couple time is now family time. You and your partner likely both feel like you’re doing your best to take

care of the many things that need to get done. Still, sometimes it can feel like your partner isn’t doing enough, which can quickly lead to resentment –
especially when you aren’t getting the quality time that relationships need.
Make an effort to talk with your partner about things other than the baby and parenthood, even if it’s just a few minutes each day. It doesn’t have to be a
whole date night (but if you have a sitter, go for it!) – you can chat while pushing the baby around the block in the stroller or spend a few minutes before
you go to bed each night catching up. Planning regular “meetings” to bring up household- and baby-related issues can help you and your partner keep
parent-talk to a minimum during your quality time.

Loneliness & Isolation

Many parents struggle with feeling isolated in the chaos of bringing a newborn home – your life becomes consumed with caring for the baby. You may
feel disconnected from your friends, your partner, and even yourself. Few people talk about the transition from a father’s point of view, but your feelings
about new parenthood are valid too.
Remember that while your primary identity may be ‘Dad’ right now, you were you first, and it’s important not to lose that. Take time for yourself to do
things you enjoy and connect with others who make you feel understood. This may mean finding a babysitter for a few hours or taking turns watching
the baby so you and your partner can each get some “me time.” It can be hard to prioritize yourself when there is a seemingly never-ending list of things
to be done but taking care of yourself means you can give your child an even better version of you.

Protector & Provider Expectations

Fathers often face significant stress related to their work and income when a new child joins the family. There can be a lot of pressure for fathers to be the
protector, provider, and disciplinarian of the family, both from external parties and yourself. Because the child’s mother has gone through the physically
demanding part of bringing a child into the world, fathers often feel increased pressure to compensate in some way once the baby arrives. Children are
expensive – your spending likely increased significantly when the baby arrived and it’s easy to feel like you’re drowning in payments, especially if money
was already tight. Remember that these days, the burden of financially providing for a family no longer needs to fall entirely on you – the lines between
your duties and your partner’s duties are less rigid than they used to be.
Take time regularly to reflect on your priorities – let the little things go and give yourself credit for the successes you have had as a new parent. Things
can easily spiral out of control when you don’t have systems in place, and while it can be hard to get yourself to slow down, putting in some extra time
and effort now will likely save you time down the road – work out a realistic budget to see where you can shift money to account for new expenses,
reexamine your savings priorities, and have regular check-ins with your partner and anyone else in your financial support system.

Parenting Anxiety

Nearly all parents deal with the fear that they will mess up – you’re likely to experience doubts and feelings of inadequacy at some point during your
fatherhood journey. No one can be entirely prepared for parenthood before it happens to them.
When feelings of doubt set in, it can be hard to gather the mental energy to be the type of father you want to be. Feeling more informed and confident
about what to expect can go a long way – familiarize yourself with basic developmental milestones and be as engaged with the baby as possible.
Successful parenting is less about being prepared for every problem and more about adapting and recovering from challenges. Accept that things won’t
always go as planned and that you can’t fix everything. Focus on stress management – move your body, make sure to eat enough, and remind yourself
that you’re doing the best you can.

Taking Care of Yourself

Life transitions are really difficult for our brains to process and feeling overwhelmed with all the change you’re experiencing in early fatherhood is
completely normal, and you should not be ashamed. Check out Kevin Seldon’s podcast, Dad I’d Like To Friend, for relatable and honest content on
parenthood.
However, if these feelings have you feeling unable to function, it might be time to seek professional mental health help. Take an online screen at
mhascreening.org to determine if you’re dealing with symptoms of a mental health condition – you can show your results to a doctor to begin the
conversation.
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The term sandwich generation refers to young to middle-aged adults who are simultaneously raising children and supporting their aging parents. More
than one in 10 parents in the United States also care for an adult, spending about three hours each day on caregiving duties between their children
and parents.1 Being a sandwich generation caregiver can be exhausting, expensive, and emotional; juggling it all isn’t easy, but there are ways to make
it easier.

COMMON STRESSORS
Little to No Personal Time

Parenting and caring for an aging parent both take a lot of time and energy on their own – when you’re in the middle and trying to do both, it can feel
impossible to make time for anything other than caring for others. Sandwich generation adults are more likely than other adults to say they are pressed
for time,5 but it is possible – and crucial – to reserve time for yourself.
•
•
•

Prioritize getting (and staying) organized – the seemingly constant demands can feel overwhelming, so plan regular family meetings to talk about
upcoming commitments, delegate tasks, and get everyone on the same page.
Don’t be afraid or intimidated to ask for help – you’ll likely be surprised by how many people are happy to support you and aren’t sure what you
need. Call on friends and neighbors when you need a break.
If you have siblings, get them to help with costs, hands-on care, and spending time with your aging parent so that your role as a caregiver doesn’t
take over your entire life.

Family Discord

Providing care for an aging parent is often stressful – while it can be a time for siblings and other relatives to come together and provide mutual support,
the transition often brings out intense emotions. You’ll probably find yourself having disagreements with other family members about parental care
decisions, financial responsibilities, and even bringing up old childhood disputes.
•
•
•

Be honest and direct about your feelings – approach caregiving conversations with as much patience and grace as possible and let your other
family members know that their help is both wanted and needed.
Be realistic about what help others can provide and be clear on your expectations from them (and ensure you understand their expectations).
Try to see things from each other’s points of view, respect differing opinions, and compromise where you can. If the situation is particularly tense,
arrange for a conversation with a mediator (like a therapist, social worker, or other trusted third party) who can make sure that everyone is heard
and respected.

Dealing With Complex Emotions

While you may be your parent’s caregiver now, you’re still their child. Experiencing the role reversal so directly can bring about a lot of big feelings. You
might be experiencing anticipatory grief – anxiety, dread, or sadness as you await their passing. You may also feel a sense of loss of your independence as
you’re increasingly needed as a caregiver, which can bring up feelings of guilt. Anger and resentment are common, too. All of these feelings are normal
when facing such challenging circumstances.
•

Sharing what you’re going through is often one of the best ways of healing. You can do this in whatever way feels right to you – with a support
group, a therapist, a trusted friend, or in a journal that no one will ever read – but putting your thoughts and feelings into words is a great way to
start processing them.

•

Make sure you’re attending to your own needs; while your child and parent may need you, you’re in a highly emotional situation and deserve to let
yourself grieve.

Feeling Like A Failure

It can be impossible to live up to your own standards when you have so much on your plate. As a sandwich generation caregiver, you might feel like
you can’t be the parent you want to be to your children or the caretaker you want to be to your parent – there’s only so much you can do in a day, and
perfection just isn’t achievable.
•
•
•

Try not to be too hard on yourself – you are in a very uniquely challenging situation and doing the best you can looks different each day.
Pay attention to avoid black-and-white thinking; just because you didn’t do something exactly the way you intended doesn’t mean it wasn’t worth
doing or that you failed.
Acknowledge all that you have done and know that if you’ve fallen short on some things here and there, following through on the big things is
what matters.

Navigating Cultural Expectations

Different cultures and families have varying norms and expectations when it comes to older adult care. BIPOC individuals are more likely to consider
caregiving to be a cultural expectation, and for many, there’s no real decision to be made about whether to take on caregiving responsibilities – it’s simply
a given. If you’re a caregiver in this situation, you may feel more alone than others, especially if your workplace, friends, or other support systems don’t
understand your obligations. It’s also common to feel some resentment or bitterness about feeling pushed into this role.
Lean on your family or other members of your cultural community during times like this – it’s likely they’ve been in a similar situation and experienced
that same feelings that you’re dealing with now. Make time to connect with your parent as their child – go for a walk, run non-care-related errands, or do
something else that doesn’t have your caregiver identity front and center.

Taking Care of Yourself

Caring for an aging parent and parenting your own child at the same time is heavy – a lot of emotion, energy, and coordination go into each independently,
and it can be especially difficult to try to manage both at the same time. If you’re doing your best to manage as a sandwich generation caregiver and
you consistently feel like you can’t stay afloat, take a mental health screen at mhascreening.org to determine if you’re dealing with symptoms of a mental
health condition.
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Single-parent families are increasingly common in the United States – some start that way, while others come about after divorce, death, or incarceration.
Sometimes one parent’s job requires them to travel often or for extended periods, making their partner effectively a single parent at times. There are
many types of single-parent families, headed by a biological parent, grandparent, foster or adoptive parent, sibling, or temporary guardian.

COMMON STRESSORS
Feeling Stretched Too Thin

If you’re a single parent, you’ve likely experienced being at your limit regarding commitments and responsibilities. Daily demands like running errands,
cleaning, and cooking still need to be taken care of, although there is only one person to do them. Balancing these and other responsibilities like school
pick up and drop off, after-school activities, and work can spiral out of control. Sometimes the stress builds up gradually, and you don’t notice until it’s too
late, or it might happen suddenly because of external events, leaving you no time to prepare or even wrap your mind around the situation.
Try to identify your early warning signs of feeling overwhelmed – feeling resentful, irritable, or quick to lose your cool is usually a good indicator. Even if it
feels impossible, allowing yourself time alone to relax will make you better able to manage your stress and energy levels. Don’t be afraid to reach out for
help! Lean on the adults in your and your child(ren)’s lives. You can’t be everywhere, everyone, and everything – even if you want to be. Aim to take an
hour a week to treat yourself at your favorite coffee shop, read a book without interruptions, take a long shower, or even catch a nap.

Financially Supporting the Family

If you’re a single parent, you’re likely operating with a smaller household income and budget than two-parent families, and the responsibility for financial
decisions is all on you, which can be a severe mental burden. Child care is expensive, and with single parents often being both the primary earners and
caregivers in a household, it is a necessity. Staying on top of your funds may seem impossible, but taking steps to understand and organize your finances
can reduce the stress you’re experiencing.
Prioritize financial literacy – it’s difficult to make any real progress with debt, budgeting, or saving until you understand the basics. You can find educational resources on financial strategies, tips, and best practices from sites like Khan Academy, GCF Learn Free, and MyMoney.gov, including interactive tools
like quizzes and worksheets. Seek out assistance programs through places of worship, community centers, schools, or the government – single parents,
more so than partnered parents, have to rely on community support. You can also get your kids involved – have them clip coupons, hunt for your weekly
staples in ads, and challenge them to think of ways to reuse old materials. There’s no shame in asking for help; doing everything alone isn’t worth the
level of stress it can create, and the less stress you’re under, the better parent you can be for your kids.

Disagreements & Custody Disputes

While co-parenting comes with some benefits like getting time to yourself and shared financial responsibilities, it can also be really difficult – and having
the other parent in the picture can sometimes bring an additional layer of stress to single parenting. You and the other parent may face continued
conflict, arguments about decisions, and custody disputes. Disagreements between co-parents on raising your child(ren) are unavoidable. Still, they can
turn into angry confrontations, especially if dealing with a high conflict individual. For the sake of your kids’ well-being, you can develop a civil working
relationship with their other parent, as long as it is physically and psychologically safe for you to do so.
The first step to having a healthy working relationship with your child’s other parent is to separate your personal relationship with them from the coparenting relationship. Remember that your children are the priority, not your feelings about each other – try to start thinking about your relationship
with your ex as an entirely new relationship that is solely about your kids. Agree on a parenting plan that lays out how you’ll handle scheduling, finances,

and other significant decisions; with explicitly clear boundaries, you’re less likely to run into conflict. Take care of your own emotional needs during this
time of tension – lean on your friends and family or reach out to a mental health professional. Maintain an open dialogue with your attorney when
dealing with conflict from the co-parent; they can advise you on steps to protect yourself and your kids from harm.

Little to No Personal Time

Being a single parent often means putting your children’s wants and needs above your own. While good parenting does involve making sacrifices, it
doesn’t mean neglecting yourself or doing everything on your own. Finding time for yourself isn’t a desire – it is an essential need. It can feel impossible
to carve out this time among all of your other responsibilities, but you are the only one who can make sure your own needs are met.
Turn to your family and friends first, if you can – drop the kids off with someone you trust for a few hours on a weekend morning or swap child care
nights with another single parent. Don’t turn down help if it’s offered, whether for a ride to soccer practice, to watch the kids, or to run errands and take
a few things off your to-do list. If you don’t have that kind of natural support system, see if a local church or community center has a parent’s night out
or connections to reduced-cost child care. Part of what takes up so much time as a single parent is managing all the household duties; delegate ageappropriate chores to your kids to lighten your load. As kids get older, child care is not as much of an issue, but expectations for your constant availability
might be – set boundaries on times that you are off-limits except for emergencies.

Loneliness & Isolation

Feelings of loneliness are common as a single parent. Often it is less about being physically alone and more about making decisions solo – having to
make judgment calls alone can be mentally taxing. As the sole primary adult in a child’s life, you might feel like you have no one to back you up, bounce
ideas off of, or navigate challenges with. Depending on the other connections you have, you might also feel isolated from other adults and wish you had
another person to share the experience of parenting with.
Just because you don’t have a significant other doesn’t mean that you don’t have people to reach out to and ask for help, advice, or validation. Ignore the
voice in your head that says people are too busy or don’t want to hear from you – no one expects you to know all the answers, especially on your own.
If you don’t feel like you have anyone to turn to, start building up your network – join the PTA at your child’s school, strike up a conversation with the
parent you always see at the playground, or check out a single parent support group. Finding a sense of belonging as a single parent can be especially
difficult; it’s common to feel stuck in the middle of married parents and single adults without children. Connecting with others who “just get it” can help
you feel less alone.

Taking Care of Yourself

If you’re taking steps to support your mental health but the pressures of parenthood are getting to you, you aren’t alone. Single parenting is hard, but it
shouldn’t feel like a constant hit to your mental health. Take an online screen at mhascreening.org to determine if you are experiencing symptoms of a
mental health condition like depression or anxiety. If the stress you’re facing is interfering with your daily life, it may be time to seek out a mental health
professional.
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