
In movies, you’ve 
got superheroes: 

Superman,Spiderman, 
Batman... But if 
you’re a young carer, 
you’re a superhero 
too. Maybe the 
most important 
kind there is.

STIJN [ 22 YEARS ]
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SUPERHERO

You’re capable of more than you might realise
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What now?
Having a parent with mental 
health issues isn’t easy. A carefree 
childhood? That might feel like 
something other kids get to 
have, not you. You worry a lot. 
You’re concerned about your 
mum or dad who’s struggling. 
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When your parent suddenly seems to cry all the time or 
sleeps all day, you might feel desperate to help, but you 
don’t know how. You feel small and helpless, scared and 
alone. Or maybe your parent sometimes lashes out in 
anger for no reason, or comes home drunk again, and 
you find yourself getting really angry too. You might 
even feel ashamed—what would people think if they 
found out? Your feelings might be all over the place, and 
maybe you haven’t told anyone what’s going on.  
But if no one knows, no one can help.

And then there’s the practical stuff: looking after the 
house, worrying about a younger brother or sister. How 
are the bills going to get paid if your parent is in hospital 
or just can’t get out of bed? Who does the shopping? 
Who keeps the house in order? Who looks after the 
kids? Maybe you’re the one doing a lot of these things. 
Maybe you’re caring for your mum or dad, just like Stijn 
(on page 21), instead of the other way around. If that’s 
the case, you’re what’s called a young carer. Being a 
carer means that someone is looking after someone 
else who needs help. Like a mother hen gathering 
her chicks under her wings to keep them safe and 
warm. It’s something loving and kind, but it’s also a big 
responsibility, even for adults. So if you’re doing that as 
a teenager, you’re honestly incredible. You’re a real-life 
superhero. Big respect.
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And what about 
the future?

It’s not just about everything happening right 
now: the feelings, the day-to-day stuff. You’re 
probably also thinking about the future, with a 
thousand questions running through your mind.

Will I be able to go to college? Will I be able to build a life of my own? 
Will my parent be okay if I leave home? And maybe also: could I end 
up with mental health problems too? That’s an important question, 
and it deserves an honest answer. Here it is: it’s possible. You might 
deal with mental health problems at some point too. But then again, 
you might not. Just like anyone else. There’s no guarantee either way. 
Because, like we said before, mental health issues tend to show up 
when life “boils over.” That’s why it’s super important to keep things 
from reaching that point. 
 
And here’s the good news: you can! You can learn how to let off steam 
and make sure to relax often. That goes for everyone, but it’s especially 
important for you, because you’ve got so much on your plate.
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Take care of yourself

That means: don’t forget about yourself. Don’t push your own 
needs aside. Look after yourself. It’s not just about getting 
enough sleep, eating healthy, drinking water, getting outside 
and moving around—all the stuff we all need to stay healthy. 
But it also means — especially for you — being kind to yourself. 
Doing things you enjoy can help you relax and unwind. 

What makes you happy? What do you enjoy? What helps you 
relax? Do more of that! Because you need it. Make sure to take 
some “me time” every day. A little break where you can breathe 
and just be.

Keep doing the things you love. Your hobbies, hanging out with 
friends, walking the dog, going shopping with your gran, cuddling 
the cat, playing football or going to dance class, sports club, 
scouts—whatever makes you feel good. And don’t feel guilty about 
it! Science has shown that self-care helps teens become more 
emotionally resilient.

Research shows that four things really help when you’re in a 
situation like this. We call them your resilience boosters:

 

	› information: like this brochure 

	› talking: space for your feelings

	› relaxation:  taking care of yourself

	› support: help from someone you trust

So, relaxing isn’t just allowed, it’s needed. In fact, let’s put it 
this way: Doctor’s orders—treat yourself!
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How do I 
take care of 
myself? 

THE BASICS: 
Looking after yourself 

Crunching on a juicy apple - Headphones in, my favourite song on — time to 
dance it out - Water over soda - Out for a walk with the dog
Skating around with my friends - Cuddles with the cat - Not glued to my phone 
all the time - Getting some fresh air - Curling up with my favourite book - 
Taking a quick walk around the block - Taking a little break during the day - 
Going easy on the chips - Doing nothing for a bit is actually good for you - A 
good eight hours of sleep - Crunching on a juicy apple - Headphones in, my 
favourite song on — time to dance it out - Water over soda - Out for a walk with 
the dog - Skating around with my friends - Cuddles with the cat - Not glued to 
my phone all the time - Getting some fresh air - Curling up with my favourite 
book - Taking a quick walk around the block - Taking a little break during the 
day - Going easy on the chips  Doing nothing for a bit is actually good for you - 
A good eight hours of sleep
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I’m really glad I have 
something where I can 

let everything out - 
when I’m at Scouts, 

I feel completely 
like myself and 
I can forget all 
my worries.

LUCA  [ 12 YEARS ]

AND THEN ADD A LITTLE EXTRA : 
Treat yourself now and then

my feel-good list 
(what – with who – when – how often) 

Crunching on a juicy apple - Headphones in, my favourite song on — time to 
dance it out - Water over soda - Out for a walk with the dog
Skating around with my friends - Cuddles with the cat - Not glued to my phone 
all the time - Getting some fresh air - Curling up with my favourite book - 
Taking a quick walk around the block - Taking a little break during the day - 
Going easy on the chips - Doing nothing for a bit is actually good for you - A 
good eight hours of sleep - Crunching on a juicy apple - Headphones in, my 
favourite song on — time to dance it out - Water over soda - Out for a walk with 
the dog - Skating around with my friends - Cuddles with the cat - Not glued to 
my phone all the time - Getting some fresh air - Curling up with my favourite 
book - Taking a quick walk around the block - Taking a little break during the 
day - Going easy on the chips  Doing nothing for a bit is actually good for you - 
A good eight hours of sleep

I really enjoy: I like doing this with:
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Talking helps 
When something’s bothering you, talking about 
it can really help. Ever been bullied? Had a 
big fight with someone? Then you know how 
much of a relief it can be just to tell someone 
about it. Someone you feel safe with. Someone 
who gets you – a friend, an aunt or uncle, a 
teacher, your doctor, or even a neighbour. 

If your mum or dad has mental health problems or 
struggles with addiction, it’s also okay to talk to someone 
about it. Just saying it out loud can help. Letting out your 
own feelings. Getting it off your chest. 

The worst 
time was when 

I was nine. I 
was often late for 

school an barely did 
any homework. I just 

couldn’t cope. In the end, I 
opened up to one of my teachers.

MARINO  [ 15 YEARS ] IN ‘DE STANDAARD’, 26-10-2019
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It might take a bit of courage to speak up. Maybe 
someone has asked you to keep it quiet, or maybe 
you’re scared of what people will think. Some people 
still believe that mental health issues are something 
to be ashamed of. But you really don’t have to feel that 
way. You wouldn’t be ashamed of a sore throat, would 
you? Mental health problems shouldn’t be a taboo. And 
by talking about them, you’re already helping break 
that silence. Because mental health problems deserve 
care and attention. And so do the people affected by 
them – including you.

You might even be able to talk to your 
mum or dad about how you’re feeling. 
That might sound scary, but it could be 
really helpful to try. Start by saying how you 
feel. “I feel sad.” “Sometimes I get scared.” 
“It’s hard when you’re not around.” Even just 
saying, “I don’t know what to say,” can be a good 
way to start. And talking can help both of you. It can be 
a relief. And even when things feel really difficult, try to 
remember: your parent does love you and wants the 
best for you – even if they don’t always show it.

Marino’s mum has been bipolar 
and has borderline personality 
disorder since he was born. From 
the age of six, it was just the two 
of them. He’s spent more time 
looking after her than the other 
way around.
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facing these problems
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Who can I 
talk to?

My tip? Be yourself and 
ask for help when you 

need it. There’s no 
shame in that.

MERCY  [ 18 YEARS ]
ON YOUNGHEROES.BE
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People in your life
Often the people around you are the first 
people you can turn to when you want to talk 
or want to get something off your chest. They 
can also help you figure out practical things. 

Can’t get to music lessons or swimming practice 
because there’s no one to take you? Maybe a friend’s 
parents can give you a lift. Struggling to keep up 
with homework because your mum or dad is in the 
hospital? Talk to a teacher you trust – maybe they 
can help you get an extension or figure something 
else out. And maybe most importantly: would you 
just like someone to ask how you’re doing once in a 
while? Someone you can talk to when you need it? It 
helps to have a few people around you that you feel 
comfortable with. People you trust. Maybe someone 
in your family, a friend, a teacher, or your doctor. Is 
there a youth leader you get on with, or maybe an 
aunt, uncle, grandparent, or a friend’s parent who’s 
easy to talk to? Let them know how you’re feeling. 
Because even though it’s not always easy to ask for 
help, you’re not alone – and together, you can do 
more than on your own.

Mercy takes care of the 
household for her dad and 
younger brothers. 
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Others who understand
It can be a huge relief to talk to people who 
understand what you’re going through. 

You can find others through our website www.familieplatform.be, through 
a mental health centre near you (check www.geestelijkgezondvlaanderen.
be/centrum-geestelijke-gezondheidszorg-cgg), or through the place 
where your parent is receiving treatment.

If your mum or dad struggles with an alcohol addiction, you can 
connect with others via Al-Ateen, a group for children and teens of 
parents with alcohol problem:  www.al-anonvl.be. If one of your 
parents has ADHD, check out ZitStil to find others in the same boat:  
(www.zitstil.be).
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Professional help 
Sometimes, you might need a bit more help 
– maybe because your question is really 
specific, because the people you trust aren’t 
available right now, or because you’d rather 
talk to someone outside your circle … 

There are loads of organisations ready to support you 
– often completely free and anonymous. These people 
are here for you, so don’t hesitate to reach out.

C L B  Centrum voor LeerlingenBegeleiding (The Student 
Guidance Centre) is a team that is connected to your school 
and is there to help you – even if you don’t know them yet. You 
can call them to make an appointment. Their phone number is 
usually on your school’s website.

A W E L , formerly the ‘Kindertelefoon’ or ‘Child Helpline’, is 
there for all kids and teens who need to talk or ask questions. 
You can call every day, except Sundays and public holidays. It’s 
totally free and anonymous – the call won’t show up on your 
phone bill. 

Call: free number  (16u – 22u)
Chat: www.awel.be/babbel#chat (18u-22u)
E-mail : brievenbus@awel.be
You can share messages with other teens on the forum:  
www.awel.be/forum 
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T E J O  is for young people aged 10 to 20 who are going through a 
difficult time. You can call, email, or just walk into a TEJO centre near 
you, with or without an appointment. You can go on your own or 
bring someone along. The sessions are always free.  
 
Check the website for locations, phone numbers and opening hours: 
Website: www.tejo.be

J A C  ( Y O U T H  A D V I C E  C E N T R E )  helps young people aged 12 and 
over who have questions or problems. You can call, email or chat with 
them, or visit one of the many JAC centres across Flanders. Check the 
website for locations, phone numbers and opening hours: 

Website: www. caw.be/jac

D E  D R U G L I J N  answers all your questions about alcohol, drugs, pills 
and gambling. You can contact De Druglijn by phone, mail or chat. You 
remain anonymous and will receive a personal response, including 
online. De Druglijn provides you with reliable information, but also 
listens to your story, gives initial advice and tells you where you can go 
for help. 
 
Call: 078 15 10 20 (Mon–Fri, 10am–8pm) 
Chat: www.druglijn.be (Mon–Fri, 3pm–6pm) 
Email: www.druglijn.be  
(you’ll get a reply within 5 working days)

A L - A  T E E N  For kids and teens with a parent who has an alcohol 
problem. Al-Ateen is the youth organisation of Al-Anon. For help in 
your area, you can call or email.

Call: 03 218 50 56    Email: info@al-anonvl.be
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T E L E  - O N T H A A L  ( T E L E P H O N E  H E L P L I N E )  Need 
someone to talk to right now? Day or night, big or small worries 
– they’re there to listen. Totally free and anonymous.

Call: free number 106  (24/7) 
Chat: www.tele-onthaal.be  
(Mon/Tue/Thu/Fri/Sat from 6pm–11pm, Wed/Sun from 3pm–11pm)

Z E L F M O O R D L I J N  1 8 1 3  The suicide helpline is there for anyone 
affected by suicide. Do you know someone who is considering suicide 
and are you worried about them? Have you lost someone to suicide? 
Or do you sometimes think about it yourself? Sometimes it is easier 
to talk about it with a stranger... The expertly trained volunteers of the 
Zelfmoordlijn are there for you. 
 
Call: free number 1813  (available every day, 24 hours a day)  
Chat: www.zelfmoord1813.be (every evening from 6:30pm–10pm) 
Email : www.zelfmoord1813.be 
(You will receive a reply within 5 working days)
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Looking for more info? 

F A M I L I E P L A T F O R M   This is a website made especially for kids 
whose parents struggle with mental health problems or addiction. 
You’ll find tips and answers to all kinds of questions, including how to 
take care of yourself and where you can get help near you.  
www.familieplatform.be/als-je-ouder-psychische-problemen-heeft/  

G R I P  Online tool that helps kids whose parents have an addiction. 
You’ll find info and tips on how to deal with it.  
www.druglijn.be/grip/kind-van

N O K N O K  Noknok is a website for teens aged 12 to 16. You’ll find info, 
tips and fun things to do that can help you feel better about yourself. 
There’s even a test to check your resilience – how well you bounce 
back from hard times.  www.noknok.be

F I T  I N  J E  H O O F D   If you’re 16 or older, you can check out Fit in je 
Hoofd. It’s full of tips, info and inspiration to help you build resilience 
and handle tough situations better. www.fitinjehoofd.be

G R I P  O P  J E  D I P   Want to know more about feeling down? What’s 
just a rough patch, and what could be depression? Where can you go for 
help? Grip op je Dip has stories and tips from other teens, and advice on 
how to support a friend who’s feeling really low. www.gripopjedip.nl

W A T W A T  WAT WAT is a platform created by over 70 organisations 
that want to inform and support young people. Their website has 
answers to loads of different questions and shows you where to find 
help for all kinds of problems. www.watwat.be
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Glossary

There are lots of different kinds of mental 
health problems and developmental 
disorders. Here’s a short glossary explaining 
some of the most common ones, but 
of course, there are many more.

A D H D  stands for ‘Attention Deficit Hyperactivity 
Disorder’. It’s a developmental disorder that usually shows 
up in childhood. People with ADHD have brains that 
work a bit differently, which makes it hard to concentrate. 
They might be very active or impulsive, and that can 
make it difficult to function at school, at home or at work. 
Not everyone with ADHD is the same. Some are mostly 
distracted, while others are mostly hyper or impulsive. 

A U T I S M  Autism is also a developmental disorder that 
often starts in early childhood. Because it can show up in 
many different ways, it’s often called Autism Spectrum 
Disorder (ASD). People with autism find social interaction 
and communication hard, because their brains process 
information differently. Sounds, sights, smells and touch 
come in as bits and pieces, making it hard to make sense 
of things. That can make the world – and the people in it – 
really confusing. People with autism often find it hard to 
imagine how someone else is feeling. They may take things 
literally or struggle with unexpected changes.
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B I P O L A R  D I S O R D E R   Someone with bipolar disorder 
– also called manic depression – goes through extreme 
mood swings. They might have periods of deep depression, 
then switch to manic phases where they feel super 
energetic and overly excited. In between, they may feel 
completely normal, which can make the disorder hard to 
recognise and unpredictable.

B U R N O U T   If you push yourself too hard for too long, 
it’s not good for you. Working too much or being under 
constant stress can lead to burnout. This is when even 
everyday tasks – like getting out of bed, going to school, 
helping around the house, or taking care of the children – 
feel impossible.

D E P R E S S I O N   Everyone feels down sometimes. Maybe 
you’re tired, sad, or just not interested in anything – and 
usually, that feeling goes away. But if it lasts for weeks, and 
nothing makes you feel better, and you have no energy 
or motivation, it might be depression. Some people even 
start thinking about ending their life. Depression is sadly 
very common. Studies show that about 1 in 7 people will 
experience it at some point. The good news is: it can 
usually be treated.

P H O B I A   phobia is a type of anxiety disorder where you’re 
extremely afraid of things that most people wouldn’t be. Being 
scared isn’t always bad – fear helps us avoid danger. But with 
a phobia, the fear is so overwhelming that it stops you from 
doing normal things. There are many types of phobias, like 
claustrophobia (fear of small spaces) and agoraphobia (fear of 
large open spaces). Some people are so afraid of germs they 
wash their hands 100 times a day. Others are so scared of traffic 
they can’t leave the house. A phobia can make someone’s life 
really difficult.
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P E R S O N A L I T Y  D I S O R D E R   Everyone has their own 
unique personality. It’s made up of the way we think, feel, and 
behave. Our personality helps shape how we see the world 
and how we deal with the people and situations around 
us. We talk about a personality disorder when someone’s 
inner world (how they experience things) and outer world 
(how they act) clash with what others expect or find normal. 
Some personality traits can become so extreme that they 
start to cause serious problems — at school, at work, or in 
relationships. There are many different kinds of personality 
disorders. For example, someone with a paranoid personality 
disorder is extremely suspicious of others and tends to see 
everything people do in a negative light. Someone with 
borderline personality disorder often feels unsure about who 
they are and struggles with intense emotions. Their mood can 
change very quickly, and life can feel really overwhelming and 
chaotic.

P S Y C H O S I S   A psychosis is a temporary state in which 
someone completely loses touch with reality. When someone 
is going through a psychosis, they might see, hear, or believe 
things that aren’t real — but to them, these hallucinations 
or delusions feel totally real. For example, people with a 
paranoid delusion are convinced that they’re being followed 
or that there’s a conspiracy against them. We talk about 
hallucinations when someone hears, sees, smells, or feels 
things that aren’t actually there. The most common type is 
hearing voices. These voices can give comments, advice, 
or even (dangerous) instructions. Anyone can experience 
a psychosis, but not everyone does. Often, a psychosis is 
triggered by something (or a combination of things) like a 
traumatic event, lack of sleep, or using alcohol or drugs.
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D É P E N D A N C E   When someone is addicted to a certain 
substance or activity, their whole life starts to revolve 
around it. They may feel like they can’t function without 
beer, wine, drugs, pills, gaming, or gambling. One of the 
main signs of addiction is that you’re no longer in control: 
you want to stop, but you can’t. Addiction can have both 
physical and mental sides. A physical addiction means 
your brain gets used to the substance and you need more 
and more to feel the same effect. If you suddenly stop, 
you might experience unpleasant withdrawal symptoms. 
That’s one of the reasons quitting can be so hard. Not every 
substance is equally addictive physically, though.

A mental addiction means you strongly crave the feeling 
the substance gives you. For example, your brain learns 
that a glass of wine, a cigarette, or a shot of heroin makes 
you feel good, and that craving can stick around even after 
your body has detoxed.

Addiction can cause both physical and mental harm. 
Psychosis is one possible example. The type of physical 
damage depends on the substance: cigarettes can cause 
lung cancer, while alcohol can lead to liver disease. But it’s 
not just the person with the addiction who suffers. Their 
partners, children, and friends can also be deeply affected 
in many ways: emotionally, socially, and financially.
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Reading list

B R O C H U R E S

R E A D I N G  G U I D E

Are you looking for a book about KOPP or KOAP?  
 
Maybe you want to learn more about a specific issue, or you’re 
looking for a story you can relate to? Then be sure to check out 
our reading guide! 
www.familieplatform.be/leeswijzer

KOPP/KOAP  
Check out the brochures from the Trimbos Institute:  
www.trimbos.nl/aanbod/webwinkel/type/ folders- en- brochures/

KOAP  
Brochure Als je ouder drinkt  
(If your parent drinks) 
free via VAD.be  
 
Brochure Als je ouder drugs gebruikt   
(If your parent uses drugs)  
free via VAD.be  
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There is also a KOPP brochure for children aged 6 to 12.
Parents, professionals, and trusted individuals can use both publications.

Questions?  
You can always contact us:  
www.familieplatform.be

I am:

My name:

Organisation :

How you can reach me: 

Where and when to go:

Together
we care
better

I GAVE YOU THIS BROCHURE

More information
www.familieplatform.be

This brochure was created under the coordination of 
Familieplatform GG vzw and PC Bethanië, drawing on many years of expertise 

on KO(A)PP in Flanders from organisations such as KOPP Vlaanderen, KOPP 
OP!, PC Bethanië, the mental health networks for children and young people 

(Crosslink programme), and the expertise of family organisations.
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