
Emotional Health
and ADHD

Dr Jo Steer, Chartered Clinical Psychologist & 
Head of the Emotional Health Service (EHS)

&
Dr Amrita Basu, Chartered Counselling 
Psychologist & Clinical Specialist



Objectives

• What would you like to get out of this 
talk?

• Goal tracking sheets



Our objectives

• What is mental health and why is it important?

• Common childhood mental health concerns

• Talking about mental health 

• When and where to seek additional support



What is mental health?

What do you think of when you hear mental health?



What is mental health?

It can be helpful to think of mental health as existing 
on a continuum for all of us:

At any particular point in our lives we are somewhere 
on this continuum, either with good mental health, 
functioning well emotionally, psychologically and 
socially or at times functioning less well in these areas 
and therefore having poorer mental health.

Where we are on this continuum at any one time can 
be influenced by a number of things….



What is mental health?

Mental health can vary in relation to the stress that comes 
along, the changes taking place and our resources to 
manage these. 

But change is necessary....
Does change = stress?
Stress prompts us to change and adapt and develop to our      
environments. It’s how we grow...

The balance! 
For us to adapt and manage change well enough, the level 
of stress must be high enough to prompt us to do 
something different, but not so high that it overwhelms us. 



Risk and protective factors

Source: www.kidsmatter.edu.au



• Spend a few minutes thinking about 
your child's risk and protective factors.



Strengths of ADHD

– Popular with other children

– Easy to make friends

– Interesting/Interested

– Hunger for knowledge

– Amazing memory

– Creative/Imaginative



Strengths of ADHD



ADHD and mental health

• Children who have ADHD are more likely 
than others to experience other mental 
health problems. 

• Greater risk for behavioural issues, 
learning issues, anxiety, depression, 
substance abuse and self-harm.

• Adolescence is when there is most at risk 
of developing another issue.

https://www.understood.org/en/learning-attention-issues/child-learning-disabilities/add-adhd/understanding-adhd


Getting the balance right



So…..

How stress impacts on our mental health or overall functioning 
varies in accordance to:

✓How much stress at any one time
✓How intense the stress

✓How many resources to manage stress

✓How much support in managing the stress

Children and adults alike can be more vulnerable to mental 
health difficulties depending on the number and type of 
stressors they have and their ability to manage these 
stressors.....



• Anxiety is the most common mental health issue in 
children.

• Approximately one in six children and young 
people aged 5 – 16 will experience an anxiety 
disorder at some point in their lives. 

• That’s around five children in every class.

www.AnxietyUK.org.uk

Statistics



Anxiety

• All children and young people get anxious at times, and this is a normal 
part of their development as they grow up, and develop their ‘survival 
skills’ so they can face challenges in the wider world. In addition, we all 
have different levels of stress we can cope with - some people are just 
naturally more anxious than others, and are quicker to get stressed or 
worried.

• But if you think your child’s anxiety is getting in the way of their day to day 
life, slowing down their development, or having a significant effect on 
their schooling or relationships, it is best to try and help them tackle it.



Depression

Depression occurs when sad feelings do not go away, and when they 
overwhelm a person and stop them from doing the things they normally do. It 
used to be thought that children and young people couldn't get depressed, but 
in fact they can, they may just show it in a different way to adults.



Obsessive Compulsive Disorder

People with OCD experience intensely negative, repetitive and intrusive 

thoughts, combined with a chronic feeling of doubt or danger 

(obsessions). In order to quell the thought or quieten the anxiety, they 
will often repeat an action, again and again (compulsions).



Sleep Difficulties

If sleep problems are a regular occurrence and interfere with your daily life, you 

may be suffering from a sleep disorder. Sleep disorders cause more than just 

daytime sleepiness. They can take a serious toll on your mental and physical 

health, leading to memory problems, high blood pressure, weight gain, and 

impacting your immune system, heart health, energy levels, and mood.



Low Self Esteem

Self-esteem is simply how you feel about 
yourself and how you judge your worth. 
This evaluation has a profound impact on 
the choices you make since it determines, 
to a great extent, what you consider 
yourself capable and worthy of doing.



Self Harm

Self-harm is when somebody intentionally damages or 

injures their body. It's usually a way of coping with or 

expressing overwhelming emotional distress. However, the 

intention is more often to punish themselves, express their 

distress or relieve unbearable tension. Sometimes the 

reason is a mixture of both.



Interaction of ADHD and mental 
health

• ADHD can mask mental health 
difficulties due to overlapping 
symptoms e.g sleep difficulties, 
inattention

• ADHD challenges can lead to increased 
stress and possible mental health 
difficulties.

• ADHD may delay asking for help; need 
to organise going to GP etc



Mental health; What you may notice… 
 Changes to sleep pattern
 Physical health complaints eg headaches, stomach aches
 Shaky, sweaty, restless
 Appearing low, sad or more tearful
 Worrying much more than usual
 Being  more withdrawn / not talking as much.
 Not wanting to see friends or play
 Being angry, argumentative, getting into fights
 Changes to appetite - eat loads more, or loads less, or switch between these 

two. 
 Wanting to run away or talking about not wanting to be alive or hating their 

lives
 Not achieving so well at school
 Losing confidence – avoiding doing things they used to do e.g. clubs, 

activities
 Re-creating “stories, worries” in their play
 Drawings and what they are writing



Tips for talking about mental health with 
children

• Offer a space for talking 
It might be over a meal, in the car or during an activity. These informal spaces can 
be great opportunities to talk about serious topics in a more relaxed atmosphere 
(as long as its private).

• Explain that we all have difficult times in our lives   
Mental health is about our range of emotions and how we cope with our lives. 

Our mental health can fluctuate, just like our physical health - over the course of 
our lives, or even from day to day. Draw on own experiences.

• Start small
You don’t need to set aside hours to chat. Just opening up the conversation makes 
a big difference.

• Mental health is positive too
Mental health isn’t just about mental distress, it is also about wellbeing. You could 
chat about things that help with all of our wellbeing, like talking to someone they 
trust, exercise, chill out or 'me' time. Let them know it isn’t about feeling happy all 
the time, but feeling more able to cope. 



Tips for talking about mental health with children

• Talk their language
Children and Young people will most likely be familiar with the idea of feeling 
stressed, upset, low or worried. Start with the language they use and helpfully 
expand on it e.g. “you said you’ve been feeling stressed, when you spoke about how 
it feels, I wondered if it’s like a mix of angry and upset? “

• Depersonalise
People often find it easier to think and talk openly about a hypothetical situation 
rather than their own feelings and experiences. So, instead of asking them direct 
questions about themselves, you could ask ‘how someone might feel who is upset 
about XYZ?’ You could talk about book characters or TV characters as examples of 
different experiences, feelings and reactions.

• Show you’re happy to talk and listen
Above all, let your child know that if they are worried about something or feeling sad 
more often– they can come and talk to you about it and you will be there to support 
them.

• Learn together
It’s OK not to know or understand things. You could always suggest that it’s 
something you can learn about together. 

• Adapted from: http://www.time-to-change.org.uk/parents#start-a-conversation



Other tips

• What other tips have you found 
helpful?



Be Solution Focused!

• We tend to focus on the problem…this is not 
always helpful

• We need to also spend time on ways to move 
forward

• Increase problem solving skills:

- Think with your child about possible ways                     

forward (things they can do to make situation   

better)



Remember to...

• Eat well
• Good sleep routine
• Exercise
• Positive experiences
• Fun!
• Be with people they feel close to
• Encourage social activities
• Offer encouraging statements “you can do it”, “ lets 

try together” “give it a go” 
• Set specific, realistic, achievable goals



Change Takes Time



When to Seek Help

• When your efforts to help your child do not result in  
improvement

• Where it is affecting the child's development or level of 
functioning

• Where it is out of proportion to the family circumstances

• Where there is an impact on the parent/carer/child 
relationship

• Where there is a sudden change or deterioration



Where to Seek Help

• School

• GP

• Other people you may have contact with –
school nurse, health visitor, pediatrician

• ADHD Richmond

• Single Point of Access 020 8547 5008

• Internet – beware!!



Referral Pathways:
Single Point of Access (SPA)

Schools & school 
nurses GPs, nurses, 

health visitors
Young 

people & 
Parents Social 

servicesA&E and 
Community 
Paediatrics

Reviewed by SPA 
team



Who are we?

• We are the Emotional Health Service (EHS)

• A Tier 2 service offering psychological 
therapies to young people with mild to 
moderate mental health difficulties within 
the Boroughs of Richmond and Kingston. 

• We are a multidisciplinary team including 
Clinical and Counselling Psychologists, 
Family Therapists and Art Psychotherapists. 



What do we mean by Tier 2?







Useful Websites

Mental Health information leaflets: 
http://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/mentalhealthinfo/youngpeople

Mental health & well-being: http://www.youngminds.org.uk/

Relaxation Materials: http://www.relaxkids.com/

Self help books for older children: http://www.reading-well.org.uk

http://www.rcpsych.ac.uk/mentalhealthinfo/youngpeople
http://www.youngminds.org.uk/
http://www.relaxkids.com/
http://www.reading-well.org.uk/

