
Source: US Department of Health and Human Services (HHS), HRSA, MCHB. (2019-2021). 
2018-2020 National Survey of Children’s Health NSCH Public-Use Data. From Prenatal-to-3 
State Policy Roadmap.

Fact Sheet
October 2023

Kem C. Gardner Policy Institute     I    411 East South Temple Street, Salt Lake City, Utah 84111    I     801-585-5618    I     gardner.utah.edu

Relational Health: The Connection Between  
Adult and Childhood Mental Health

Children’s mental health is influenced by several factors, 
including genetic predisposition, parental or caregiver mental 
health, and exposure to Adverse Childhood Experiences (ACEs) 
such as violence in the home or community, emotional abuse or 
neglect, and economic hardship. Although the relationship be-
tween these factors is complex, Utah’s higher-than-average ACE 
scores and adult mental health needs indicate areas of potential 
influence to support childhood mental health in the state.

Utah and Childhood Mental Health
National estimates show 11-23% of Utah children between 

the ages of 3–11 experience mental, emotional, developmental, 
or behavioral challenges.1 The mental health of children is 
influenced by many factors with research demonstrating a 
strong link between the mental health of children and their 
parents and caregivers.2,3 Rates of adults with a mental health 
condition are higher in Utah than in most other U.S. states and 
the national average (Figure 1).4 Additionally, the rates of Utah 
parents reporting difficulty coping with the demands of raising 
children or experiencing poor mental health are among the 
highest in the nation (Figure 2).

Children with a parent or caregiver with poor mental health are 
at an increased risk of experiencing ACEs, which can lead to 
mental and behavioral health challenges in childhood and  
into adulthood if untreated or mitigated by positive childhood 
experiences and other protective factors (Figure 3).5,6,7,8,9,10    

Figure 3 illustrates the relationship described in the literature 
between parent or caregiver mental health, exposure to adverse 
childhood experiences, and a child’s mental health outcomes. 
The figure also demonstrates how the relationship can be 
circular, with the child’s mental health influencing the parent or 
caregiver’s mental health in return. 

In Utah, 67.8% of adults have experienced one or more ACE, 
which is higher than most other states and the U.S. average 
(63.9%, Figure 4).11 The second most common ACE experienced 
by Utah adults is living in a household with someone with a 
mental illness (28.1%).12 

Figure 1: Utah Adults Reporting Mental Illness in the  
Past Year, 2021
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Figure 2: Share of Children Under Age 3 with Mothers 
Experiencing Poor Mental Health in Utah and U.S.,  
2018-2020  (combined)
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Source: SAMHSA, Center for Behavioral Health Statistics and Quality, National Survey on 
Drug Use and Health, 2021

Rates of untreated mental health needs for children in Utah is 
the highest in the U.S. (Figure 5) and nearly 50% of Utah adults 
with a mental health condition are not receiving treatment.1,13 
Childhood intervention and access to treatment for parents and 
caregivers can reduce the impacts of poor parent/caregiver 
mental health on children and reduce the likelihood of long-term 
mental health challenges of children (Figure 3). 
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Figure 3: Relationship Between Adverse Childhood 
Experiences (ACE), Parent/Caregiver Mental Health, and 
Mental Health of the Child

Figure 4: Share of Utah Adults Reporting One or More
Adverse Childhood Experience (ACE) 2011-2020 (combined)

Figure 5: Share of Children, Ages 3-17, with a Mental/
Behavioral Condition Who Did Not Receive Treatment or 
Counseling in Utah and U.S., 2020-2021 (combined)

Note: The examples above are not a complete list of adverse childhood experiences.  
The graphic is for illustrative purposes only and is not a comprehensive depiction of all 
the complex factors influencing or mediating ACEs, children’s mental health outcomes, 
and parent mental health.
Source: Kem C. Gardner Policy Institute based on a review of the literature.

Source: Behavioral Risk Factor Surveillance System. United States, 2011–2020, from Swedo 
EA, Aslam MV, Dahlberg LL, et al. Prevalence of Adverse Childhood Experiences.

Source: Child and Adolescent Health Measurement Initiative. 2020-2021 National Survey 
of Children’s Health (NSCH) data query. Data Resource Center for Child and Adolescent 
Health supported by the U.S. Department of Health and Human Services, Health 
Resources and Services Administration (HRSA), Maternal and Child Health Bureau (MCHB). 
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