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What was the research about?

Parents whose children need mental health services
often feel overwhelmed. Having support from others
with similar experiences may help parents manage
their families’ needs.
In this study, the research team wanted to learn if
family navigators helped parents of children who need
mental health services. The family navigators were
parents who had raised a child who needed mental
health services. They were available by phone to offer
emotional support and help parents manage care for
their children. Family navigators also helped parents
find resources for treatment and daily living. The
research team compared two groups: parents who
had family navigators and parents who received usual
mental health care.

What were the results?

After 90 days, the research team found no differences
between the two groups in
•

Parents’ feelings of involvement and control in
their children’s mental health care

•

Parents’ feelings of social support

•

Parents’ satisfaction with their children’s mental
health care

•

Children’s behavior

•

Amount of therapy that children received
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Organization
University of Maryland, Baltimore
Children whose parents had family navigators were
less likely to increase doses of medicines for mental
illness than children whose parents received usual
care.
Many parents who had family navigators asked for
help with daily living needs. They most often
requested help with housing or getting food.

Who was in the study?

The study included 348 parents with low incomes in
Maryland. Each child was 16 years old or younger.
Children had Medicaid and were approved to take
medicine for mental illness. In this study, 93 percent of
parents were female, 56 percent were white, and 34
percent were African American.

What did the research team do?

The research team assigned parents to one of two
groups by chance. One group of parents received oneon-one phone support from family navigators. Parents
chose how often and how long they spoke with their
family navigator. Family navigators offered parents
emotional support. They also told parents about
therapy services or other resources when parents
asked for help. The second group of parents continued
their children’s usual medical care. At the end of the
study, the research team offered the second group of
parents information on parent-support programs.
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The research team asked parents in both groups to
rate
•

Their feelings of involvement and control in their
child’s mental health care

•

Their feelings of social support

•

Their satisfaction with their child’s mental health
care

•

Their child’s behavior

The research team compared the ratings from the
groups at the start of the study and after 90 days. The
team also looked at how often children went to
therapy and whether the medicine they took changed.
An advisory group helped guide the study. The group
included parents, mental health doctors, and child
service workers.

What were the limits of the study?

The study was only 90 days long. This time period may
not have been long enough to cause major changes in
parents’ responses. The team didn’t contact children
or children’s doctors directly. Doing so may have
helped the team see changes that weren’t reported by
parents.
Many parents in the study asked for help with daily
living needs. Future research could look for ways to
help families with these types of concerns.

How can people use the results?

Clinics that provide care for children who take
medicine for mental illness may consider using
programs like the one in the study to support the
children and their families. Staff from these programs
should consider whether parents need help with daily
needs like food and housing.
To learn more about this project, visit
pcori.org/Reeves066.
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