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Executive summary

Parents are the most important influence on early childhood development. 
But they don’t always have the support they need.

We know that parental involvement has a greater impact on children’s development than 
any other factor. We also know that directly supporting parents can have a positive impact 
on child outcomes. Despite this, public services often don’t start from the agency of parents 
and fail to draw from and build on their energy, skills and community connections.

This report is about the power of parents and their communities, and how that power can 
be harnessed to support families, particularly from disadvantaged backgrounds, to give 
their kids the best chance and help close the gap in child development.

Through case studies and evidence, we argue for the wider adoption of what we call 
‘parent-powered approaches’ – models of family support that harness the skills, experiences, 
and knowledge of parents, carers, and the wider community – to better support families 
and ultimately improve the life chances of children. 

The case for innovation in family support

From our work supporting seven parent-powered organisations, and from our discussions 
with parents, practitioners, and early years experts, we identify a number of systemic 
challenges that prevent every family from receiving the support they need:

• The family support system is highly fragmented, both locally and nationally

• Public services often struggle to reach the families that need and could benefit from 
them the most.

• Funding pressures have shifted public services to focus on reactive, more costly forms of 
support.

• Many forms of family support fail to leverage parents’ strengths and networks.

• Public services aren’t designed to intentionally foster community connections.

• Family support isn’t always focused on the whole family.

• Public services aren’t set up to reduce underlying sources of stress that drive poor 
outcomes.
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Parent-powered approaches can enhance family support in five key ways: 

1. Improving a range of parent and child outcomes. 

2. Engaging families that public services often struggle to reach, and connecting them to 
other professional services they might benefit from. 

3. Developing vital social connections and support networks for families that can continue 
to flourish without the need for more expensive public services.

4. Making family support services responsive, innovative, accessible and trusted

5. Preventing costs for public services. 

However, these benefits can only be achieved if public services embed parent-powered 
approaches in and alongside professional support as part of a joined-up system of family 
support.

Recommendations

A number of shifts in practice, commissioning, and policy are needed to embed parent-
powered approaches in and alongside public services. 

1. Practitioners and commissioners should adopt and adapt the principles of parent power 
(page 9) – or develop their own principles for their local place. The principles should be 
used to inform practice and help guide new ways of working.

2. Local public service commissioners should seek to foster and coordinate a local 
ecosystem of parent-powered family support by:

a.  Adopting mechanisms to ensure meaningful parent participation

b.  Investing in models that develop connections between parents

c.  Integrating parent power in and alongside professionally delivered services such as  
 midwifery, health visiting and children’s centres.

3. The Department for Education should develop a cross-government family support 
strategy in conjunction with the Department for Health and Social Care, the Ministry for 
Housing, Communities and Local Government, Department for Digital, Culture, Media 
and Sport and the Cabinet Office. The strategy should articulate a clear vision for a 
coordinated family support system and provide a feasible roadmap for how we can get 
there by 2025.

4. The Department for Education should establish a multi-year Family Support Fund to 
support the family support strategy. The fund should be used to:

a. Provide local authorities with sufficient resources to develop local partnerships to test  
 and scale place-based models that integrate parent-powered approaches within  
 public services. 

b. Support experimentation to develop digital infrastructure to enable parents to   
 navigate support and connect with one another locally.

c. Commission a research programme to build the evidence for parent power, in   
 conjunction with the Office for Civil Society, the Early Intervention Foundation and  
 other stakeholders, using our sector evidence plan (Annex B) as a starting point.



A toddler wearing a digital word pedometer as part of HomeStart’s 
HomeTalk programme. The word pedometer lets parents know 
how many words and conversations their child is exposed to and 
a volunteer word coach supports them with tips and strategies to 
increase their communication and interaction with their child.
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 1 

Introduction

1.1.  Unlocking the power of people helping people 

Mansi had just given birth to her new baby daughter, Olivia. It was Mansi and her partner 
Angus’ first baby, and like many new parents they were both excited at being new parents, 
if not a little nervous. But Olivia’s birth was unusual in one way: she was born during the 
middle of a global pandemic.

As those like Mansi know, being a new parent can be a challenging period at the best of 
times. But without the usual support network and services readily available, many parents 
have found it isolating.

Fortunately, Mansi and Angus received help from her local Home-Start in York, where they 
live. Home-Start is a charity helping families across the UK through challenging times with 
a network of trained parent volunteers. “During the pandemic, Home-Start contact has really 
helped us keep sane,” Mansi said. “Our group video call every week… has massively helped us 
keep a routine, and keep up with everyone. It’s been lovely having the calls [with other parents] 
because it’s meant when the babies meet new milestones and start doing new things we’ve been 
able to show them still and all get excited together.”*

If the COVID-19 pandemic has made one thing clear, it’s that human connection matters. 
It’s only when we have been deprived of our relationships that we realise how much we 
depend on our family, friends, neighbours and wider communities. This is especially true 
for new parents, for whom social connections become a vital asset, providing emotional 
support, reassurance, advice, as well as practical help with things like childcare. 

Parents are our carers, our protectors, and our first teachers. Research has shown that 
parents are the most important influence on early childhood development.1 A wealth of 
examples and evidence demonstrates that parents have assets and experiences that, when 
combined with great quality professional services, can lead to better outcomes for families 
in the early years. 

Often this social support goes largely unseen, deeply woven into the fabric of our families 
and communities. But not everyone has the relationships or help they need, and the helping 
hand or words of another parent can make all the difference. And despite the UK’s rich 
history of parents supporting each other through parent-led playgroups, peer support, 
volunteer doulas, and more formal charities dating back hundreds of years, the role of 
parents is under-valued in current early years services.

*Names and some details changed for anonymity of the family, but based on actual experiences.
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Figure 1: Five ways parent-powered approaches can enhance family support
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COVID-19 has reminded us what we can do together. From the explosion of mutual aid 
across the country to over a million people signing up to volunteer with the NHS, people’s 
capacity to care for and support each other has been clear. This report is about that power 
– and about how it can be harnessed to support parents.

It makes the case for the wider adoption and integration of parent-powered approaches 
– models of family support that harness the skills, experiences, and knowledge of parents, 
carers, and the wider community to better support families. 

When designed and delivered well as part of a local ecosystem of family support, parent-
powered approaches can have a number of benefits. 

But if we fail to embed these types of solutions, we risk leaving a rich vein of community 
resources untapped, designing support that doesn’t build parents’ agency and confidence, 
and that fails to foster the relationships and networks parents want and need.
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1.2.  What are parent-powered approaches?

As the proverb goes, ‘it takes a village to raise a child’. Parent-powered approaches 
recognise this, and harness the power, skills, experiences, and knowledge of both parents 
and families themselves, as well as the wider community. In communities across the country, 
you will find a rich tapestry of parent-powered support, as we showcase in this report. 
But public services haven’t always seen how this approach can complement professional 
services, or recognised the value that parent power, when embedded within and alongside 
great professional support, can bring. 

Figure 2: Principles of parent-powered family support
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Combining 
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improving support 
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Nurture
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Family support nurtures 
and facilitates relationships, 
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Co-production and
decision making
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meaningful role in shaping the 

support available for them

Asset-based
Family support starts 
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strengths and resources of the 
whole community

Parents in the lead
Entrust parents with the 
power, support and 
confidence to make change 
in their own lives and 
communities

Whole family
approach

Support is designed 
and centered around the 

child’s whole family, including 
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well as their social support 

network and economic 
circumstances

Inclusive and 
equitable
All families have 
equal power, voice, and 
access to support and the 
support system should act to 
intentionally reduce 
inequities
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Developed with early years experts – commissioners, early years providers, policymakers, 
academics and funders – the principles of parent-powered approaches provide a 
framework for how to design and develop family support with parent power at its core. 
These are not intended to be a final say, but to be owned by practitioners who can continue 
to shape and develop them in their practice.

In our definition of carers, we include mums, dads and non-parent primary carers such as 
grandparents, who play an important role in children’s lives. We refer here to families with 
children under five years old, though many of these principles are applicable to family 
support more broadly.

In practice, applications can take many forms. As can be seen in our typology of parent 
power (Figure 3), approaches include models that harness the of energy and skills 
of community members through formal and informal volunteering, those that build 
connections and relationships between other parents, and others that help families say 
what matters to them, shaping the design and delivery of services and support they want 
and need. 

Examples we discuss in this report range from peer support groups to parent-led parenting 
courses or nurseries, and from parental involvement in local decision-making to community 
organising models that support collective action. What runs through each of them is a 
different understanding of the role parents can and should play, where power is shared and 
combined to achieve things that public services cannot on their own.

Figure 3: A typology of parent-powered approaches to family support

Formal parent volunteering 

Parents act as volunteers within 
a public institution or charity to 
enhance or add capacity or skills. 
It could be one-off, or on a more 
regular basis. 

Example: Home-Start 

Parents shaping ideas and 
decisions

Involving parents in decisions, 
ranging from parents on boards to 
the co-production of family support 
to deliberative democracy models 
such as citizens’ assemblies.

Example: A Better Start Southend 

Informal and reciprocal help

Ranging from peer support to 
acts of neighbourliness to caring, 
this often involves mutual and 
reciprocal support between peers.

Example: NCT parent groups 

Community or parent control

Parent-led nurseries, services and 
organisations that are owned or 
managed collectively by local 
parents.

Example: Grasshoppers in the 
Park 

Parents giving and sharing 

Giving and sharing of resources 
such as baby clothes or toys, 
either peer to peer or through 
community groups for the benefit 
of others.

Example: Little Village 

Parent advocacy and activism

Where parents organise together 
to advocate for their own 
interests or affect changes in 
their community or society more 
generally. 

Example: Parents and 
 Communities Together 

https://www.home-start.org.uk/about-us
https://abetterstartsouthend.co.uk/co-production
https://www.nct.org.uk/local-activities-meet-ups/parent-socials
https://www.grasshoppersinthepark.co.uk/
https://www.grasshoppersinthepark.co.uk/
https://littlevillagehq.org/
https://www.pact-citizens.org/
https://www.pact-citizens.org/
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Parent Power in Action: National Childbirth Trust

Parent Power in Action: Parent-led childcare

For over 50 years, the National Childbirth Trust 
(NCT) has been supporting expecting and new 
parents through pregnancy, birth and early 
parenthood. Through their antenatal and postnatal 
parenting courses, they build the confidence and 
capabilities of parents, providing parents with 
essential knowledge and skills for parenthood. 

But one of the most valued aspects of NCT’s 
approach is that they bring parents together to 
create social networks and vital, often lifelong, 
friendships. Connections are formed and 
strengthened through antenatal and postnatal 
parenting groups, local meet-ups and parent 
socials organised by local NCT branches, as well 
as a range of peer support services. At the core of 
NCT’s approach is a recognition of the power of 
relationships.

And alongside their workforce of highly trained 
professionals, NCT is powered by a network of 
over 6,000 volunteers, most of whom are parents 
themselves and who organise baby groups, 
arrange activities where parents can connect to 
each other, help them access other services, and 
act as peer supporters such as through NCT’s peer 
support programme Birth and Beyond Community 
Supporters. 

By focusing on building parents’ confidence and 
skills, forging relationships, and supporting a 
formal network of volunteer peers, NCT’s model is 
deliberately designed to harness parent power to 
support people during the vital first 1,000 days of 
raising a child.

Parent power isn’t just about parents supporting 
other parents. It also includes models where 
parents have greater control and ownership 
and that improve services by organising around 
participation. Grasshoppers in the Park, based in 
East London, is one of a new kind of parent-led 
cooperative nurseries emerging in the UK that 
combines the professional expertise of early years 
practitioners with the lived experience of parents. 
Run and managed in partnership with staff, 
parents are involved in decisions about all aspects 
of the running of the nursery. In return for their 
time, parents pay significantly less for childcare, 
as well as gaining valuable skills and knowledge, 
increasing their confidence and strengthening 
community connections. 

Parent-led childcare like Grasshoppers brings 
parents into the heart of services, helping them 
see first hand the benefits of childcare and learn 
about early education and home learning. From 
planning out what services will look like to sitting 
on management boards and recruiting early years 
professionals, having parents at the core of the 
work helps make sure childcare services are the 
best they can be. 

While there are still relatively few parent-led 
nurseries in the UK, the model is more common in 
countries such as Canada, New Zealand, Sweden 
and Italy. See work from Coram Family and 
Childcare Trust and nef for further information on 
parent-led childcare in the UK.

https://www.familyandchildcaretrust.org/parent-led-childcare
https://www.familyandchildcaretrust.org/parent-led-childcare
https://neweconomics.org/campaigns/parent-led-childcare
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1.3.  Why is Nesta interested in parent-powered    
 approaches?

We want to plug the power of parents back into public services 

Over the last ten years, Nesta has been working to enhance and reshape public services 
and give local people greater control over their lives. We believe in ‘people power’: plugging 
the power of citizens back into our places, institutions, public services, and democracies. 
This means creating new models of shaping and delivering public services in partnership 
with citizens. 

Whether we call it formal or informal volunteering, giving, social action, mutual aid, or 
simply ‘parents helping parents’, the power of networks, connections and helping each other 
is a deeply ingrained part of our culture. We believe this should be an organising principle 
for government and public services, and that parents have a key role to play within the 
current system of support – a role that has been underdeveloped and under-recognised.

We have worked to support this change by backing and championing great examples 
of parent-powered approaches across the country that shift power structures, value 
relationships, and combine the best approaches of working with parents, public servants 
and civil society organisations to achieve better outcomes.

Seven parent-powered approaches we have supported

Since commencing our work under the Centre for Social Action Innovation Fund in 2013 in 
partnership with the Office for Civil Society (now part of the Department for Digital, Culture, 
Media and Sport), we have supported over 100 people-powered innovations, including a 
number of parent-powered models. 

Based on our learning, we launched the £1.1 million Early Years Social Action Fund (EYSAF) 
in 2017, backing five organisations to scale parent-powered programmes that help children 
achieve developmental outcomes by directly supporting parents in the early years.
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Figure 4: Seven parent-powered approaches we’ve supported

Empowering Parents, Empowering Communities is a parent-led parenting 
programme designed by the Centre for Parent and Child Support. It combines 
the skills and power of parents who lead sessions, known as ‘Parent Group 
Leaders’, with the expertise and guidance of professionals, who train, support 
and coach the Parent Group Leaders.

HomeStart UK brought the US home-visiting programme HomeTalk to the 
UK, aimed at improving language acquisition of disadvantaged kids and 
parental confidence. It combines visits from a trained volunteer word coach 
with wearable ‘word pedometers’ to measure and provide feedback on a child’s 
language environment.

Community organising charity Citizens UK developed Parents and Communities 
Together (PACT), an early intervention programme that improves parental 
mental wellbeing, reduces social isolation, and improves child language 
outcomes.  PACT uses community organising approaches to create parent-
led communities of support - called MumSpaces and DadSpaces - that come 
together in a local community venue.

Family Lives tested a volunteer-led model of the US home visiting programme, 
ParentChild+. Twice-weekly home visits for up to 15 months follow an evidenced-
based curriculum where disadvantaged families receive free educational books 
and toys each visit and are supported to read and play together.

Birth and Beyond Community Supporters was a programme run by NCT that 
provides one-to-one peer support to mothers from disadvantaged backgrounds 
in the first 1,000 days following pregnancy.  It aimed to improve parent-infant 
attachment and support maternal wellbeing. 

The Eden Project developed a new programme Deep Roots, New Shoots to 
explore how world class visitor attractions could engage with grandparent carers 
with pre-school children. Activities, supported by volunteers, are designed so 
there is an evidence-based link from what the child is doing to positive brain 
development. We supported The Eden Project through the Second Half Fund 
starting in 2016. 

Parents 1st is a national charity dedicated to early prevention through asset-
based peer support during the key life transition of pregnancy, birth and post-
birth with mothers and fathers. Their regional peer support programmes recruit 
and train volunteer parents and grandparents to be partnered one-to-one with 
expectant and new parents from less advantaged communities. We supported 
Parents 1st through the Centre for Social Action Innovation Fund from 2013. 
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About this report 

We hope that the insights and recommendations found in this publication will be of interest 
to early years policymakers and commissioners, as well as practitioners and organisations 
directly working with families themselves.

The findings and recommendations come from a combination of reflections based 
on learning and insights from our work in this field, in particular from the Early Years 
Social Action Fund; research into parent-powered approaches conducted with us by 
Dartington Service Design Lab; and structured discussions and interviews with parents, 
early years practitioners, experts, and commissioners. See Annex A for a full description of 
methodology.

This report is part of a series that shares insights from a decade of supporting people-
powered public services. These publications seek to share learning from the work to date, 
but also outline the changes necessary to really capitalise on the benefits of people-
powered approaches, especially in light of the COVID-19 pandemic and our recovery over 
the coming years. 



Parents and children at an NCT parent group. As well as 
providing new and expecting parents with information 
about birth and early parenthood, NCT groups help create 
vital and long-lasting social connections with peers.
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 2 

The case for innovation  
in family support

2.1. Investing in the early years matters 

The earliest years of our lives are some of our most important: the circumstances into which 
we are born, and the conditions in which we are raised, help to determine where we end up 
in life and what opportunities are available to us. But these circumstances and conditions 
do not provide for a level playing field.

Figure 5. Gap in child development between rich and poor

2
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development are 
already evident 
before a child's 
second birthday

Almost 3 in 10 children do 
not reach their expected 

level of development when 
they start school.
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start school 

behind their more 
affluent peers in 
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This rises to nearly 
5 in 10 children from 

disadvantaged 
backgrounds

years
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Investment in early childhood development can have a big knock-on impact on the 
trajectory of a child’s life. Research shows, for example, that the biggest indicator of how 
well a child does in their GCSEs is the progress that child has made by the age of five.2 
And we know that better educational attainment leads to higher qualifications and higher 
wages later in life.3

So starting behind your peers can have big consequences. But the gap in early childhood 
development also has big implications for public spending and the economy as well. 
Investing in early years has been shown to be an extremely good use of public funds, saving 
future spending through the avoidance of cost arising from poorer life outcomes.

Figure 6. Benefits of investing in early years
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2.2.  Parental influence on child development 

Evidence suggests that the three biggest influences on early child development are what 
parents do, access to good quality early education, and wider social determinants of child 
development like poverty, housing, or structural racism and discrimination. 

Parents play a particularly important role. A recent review of the evidence on early 
childhood development found that there is increasing evidence that “parental involvement 
in early learning has a greater impact on children’s wellbeing and achievement than any other 
factor”4 – more than parental occupation, education or income, important though they are. 
In short, what your parents do at home is more important than who your parents are.

And these effects are long-lasting. For example, a high-quality early home learning 
environment has a continued positive effect through to GCSE and overall A-level 
attainment.5

All of this means that directly supporting parents can have a positive impact on child 
outcomes.6 Because children from more disadvantaged backgrounds often experience less 
enriching home environments, these can be particularly effective strategies for supporting 
such families. This is so significant that improving the home learning environment has been 
described as the “single most positive step that could be taken to begin to reduce the opportunity 
deficit that many face from birth.”7

While the social determinants of a child’s development and access to quality early 
education are vitally important (and there are many interactions and dependencies 
between the three factors), the focus of this report is on the role that parents can play in 
their child’s early development, and how parents can be best supported to do this. 

Figure 7. How parents influence a child’s development

Parent-child�interaction

How parents interact with and 
react to their children is one of 
the key factors affecting 
childhood outcomes, in 
particular how securely attached 
a child is to their parents. 

Attachment is foundational to 
other development outcomes, 
including academic achievement, 
and social, emotional and 
behavioural ones, as it provides 
them with a secure base from 
which to explore the world.

Home learning environment

More than social class or 
parental education, the home 
learning environment has been 
found to be particularly 
important for a child’s cognitive, 
social and physical development. 

Parental involvement in learning, 
expectations, the way they 
communicate, the activities they 
do at home (e.g. play or reading), 
as well as outside the home such 
as trips to parks and library are 
all factors associated with a high 
quality learning environment.

Parental wellbeing

Parents also indirectly influence 
their child’s development 
through their own mental health 
and wellbeing, by affecting the 
way in which they interact with 
their infant, hence on 
attachment.

Social determinants also play a 
role both directly and indirectly, 
by impacting upon parents’ 
wellbeing, social capital and 
networks, and ability to provide 
good care and a positive home 
learning environment.
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2.3. The case for doing things differently 

Despite the impact parents have on their child’s development, and despite the evidence of 
the effectiveness of good family support, many families don’t actually receive the support 
they need. From our work in this field and our discussions with parents, practitioners 
working with families, and early years experts, we have observed a number of systemic 
challenges that prevent every family from receiving the support they need.

1.  The family support system is highly fragmented 

There are many existing programmes of family support competing for a diminishing pool of 
resources. But there are varying levels of quality and evidence, and there can also be huge 
amounts of unmet need in some parts of the country.

Different views of what a ‘family support service’ should look like and who it’s for have 
developed at a local level, with support ranging from more universal to early help to 
specialist support for families with very high needs. It is also not always clear where 
support sits within a local public service system: one programme we supported has been 
commissioned by at least eight different service areas including local authority early years, 
public health, early help and intervention, troubled families, and family support services, as 
well as mental health, community health, and public health teams in NHS trusts.

This can make it difficult to commission effective support, and for providers to engage 
public services. The result, from a parent’s perspective, is a postcode lottery in terms of the 
type and quality of support that is available, and they may have multiple touch points with 
different services.

Greater Manchester Early Years Delivery Model

One example of how places have addressed 
the fragmented nature of support is the Greater 
Manchester Early Years Delivery Model. In 
response to figures showing that 40 per cent of 
children were considered not ready for school, 
leaders across Greater Manchester redesigned 
public services to ensure every family has eight 
assessments with early years services at key points 
from pregnancy to when their child starts school. 

By taking a system wide approach and working in 
partnership with midwives, health visitors, nursery 
nurses, early years practitioners and others such 
as speech and language therapists and the local 
Child and Parents Service, Greater Manchester is 
able to increase the effectiveness of its universal 
early years services and identify families in need 
of extra support earlier.
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2.  Public services often struggle to reach the families that need and could  
 benefit from them the most 

It is well known now that public services can find it difficult to support those who need 
help the most. It was here that the ‘inverse care law’ was initially used to describe health 
inequalities, noting that the availability of good medical care tends to vary inversely with 
the need for it in the population served. 

The concept has since been applied across a range of services, including those for children 
and families. For example, research suggests that low-income families that stand to benefit 
the most from family support like childcare and early education are the least likely to 
access it.9

Take the example of NCT. NCT are well known for their high-quality and popular antenatal 
and postnatal classes and support groups. But, knowing that this support doesn’t reach 
those who might benefit the most, they developed a targeted one-to-one peer support 
programme – Birth and Beyond Community Support – for mums in the first 1,000 days from 
pregnancy. The programme was successful at reaching mothers from more disadvantaged 
backgrounds, showing that well targeted support using peers can reach families that need 
support.

Figure 8. Relationship between need and access to services
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3.  Austerity has shifted public services to focus on reactive, more  
 costly support 

Funding cuts have shifted public services to focus more on fewer, higher need families by 
raising service thresholds and reducing their availability. This means that the current system 
has become reactive, responding to problems as they arise rather than supporting families 
earlier, and is therefore more costly than it needs to be.

Over the past decade, council budgets have seen significant reductions in children and 
families services, and less and less being spent on early intervention. National Audit Office 
figures show that council spending on early intervention services such as children’s centres 
or parenting programmes fell by 49 per cent in the years between 2012 and 2019, and the 
proportion of children services’ budgets that are spent on statutory services has risen by 59 
per cent in 2011 to 75 per cent in 2018.11 

An Institute for Fiscal Studies report for the Children’s Commissioner came to similar 
conclusions, finding that England spends nearly half of its entire children’s services budget 
on the 73,000 children in the care system – leaving the other half for the remaining 11.7 
million kids. The report concludes that, due to “very large cuts to non-statutory elements”, 
significant reductions in spending on many early and preventative interventions may push 
up costs in the future.12

To make matters worse, the funding available for childcare is also badly equipped to 
support disadvantaged families. Of the £9.1 billion due to be spent over the last Parliament, 
only £250m – or 2.7 per cent – was forecast to reach the most disadvantaged families. And 
only a quarter of that funding was forecast to reach the bottom half of families by income.13

4. Many forms of family support fail to leverage parents’ strengths  
 and networks 

Parents are the best agents of change in their own lives, and we know they have the biggest 
influence over their childrens’ lives too. But too often public services and social programmes 
don’t sufficiently recognise and work with the assets and power that parents have, build 
their confidence, or foster the conditions in which relationships between peers can develop. 
Instead of designing and delivering with parents, public services and social programmes 
can often do to them. 

While great examples of places working with and drawing from parents and their 
communities do exist, we have heard from parents who feel like they’re not listened to, or 
that professionals haven’t shown empathy or understanding towards their experience. Our 
report, Good and Bad Help,14 discusses this: how the structure of power and relationships 
within services can impact on the type of help people receive. ‘Good help’, as we call it, is 
that which builds confidence, independence and a sense of purpose to enable people to 
take action themselves. ‘Bad help’ does the opposite.

Professional relationships that are transactional and merely react to ‘problems’ – often in 
conditions where professionals have less time to spend with people as a result of funding 
pressures – can take away people’s power and confidence to take action in their own lives. 

Evidence from social psychology, sociology and behavioural economics also shows that 
motivation, confidence and self-efficacy are key elements of behavioural change. This is 
especially true for parenting, where these factors have consistently been shown to have an 
important mediating influence on childhood outcomes.15

https://media.nesta.org.uk/documents/good_and_bad_help_0.pdf
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5. Public services aren’t designed to intentionally foster community   
 connections

The outpouring of support – through mutual aid groups, community organising and more 
formal volunteering – towards those adversely impacted and isolated as a result of the 
COVID-19 pandemic shows communities all over the country are full of people willing to 
give their time, skills, and energy to help. But this resource largely remains untapped. 

For new families, we know that connections can be vital lifelines. We also know that many 
families who are most in need of these connections are sometimes the most lacking in 
them. And we know, too, from examples like HomeStart, NCT or the Swedish Leksand model 
highlighted below, that social connections between parents can be fostered when explicitly 
designed for. But despite the power of relationships, and the wealth of untapped resources 
in our community, public services don’t always set out to purposefully build community 
connections or peer relationships.

6. Family support isn’t always focused on the whole family

From our work and discussions with experts in the field, we’ve seen that dads and 
grandparents are underserved by the current system. Research consistently shows that 
fathers play a key and unique role in their child’s development in terms of social, emotional, 
and academic outcomes,16 and that good paternal relationships can protect against later 
mental health problems.17 But often, family support is designed specifically for mothers; or, 
where it is a strongly maternal environment, there can be perceptions that support only 
for mothers. Research from the Young Dads Collective and the Family and Childcare Trust 
found that many fathers stop accessing services very soon after birth, highlighting the need 
for more father-focused and inclusive services.18

The Swedish Leksand Model: Powered by professional and parent relationships 

The Leksand model of family support, developed 
in the Swedish municipality of the same name, has 
become widespread in many Nordic countries. 
At the core of the model are parent groups 
established during pregnancy and continued 
sometimes long after birth, where parents learn 
skills, establish connections with professionals and 
other services, and develop social networks. 

Support for parents starts with their first antenatal 
appointment, when their midwife invites them 
to join a local parent group. Run by the midwife, 
the parent groups meet 8 to 9 times throughout 
pregnancy; following the birth of a child, a health 
nurse is responsible for organising and facilitating 
meetings until their first birthday. During 

this period, the health nurse will link in other 
professionals and services, and volunteer peer 
mentors will offer support to parents in the group. 
After the children’s first birthday, the responsibility 
for the group and its activities rests with the 
parents themselves. Three out of four groups 
choose to continue meeting in their groups, with 
some continuing to meet for ten years.

The gradual transition from professionally-
led to parent-led groups demonstrates how 
public services can integrate a range of family 
support services, and combine the expertise 
and experience of professionals and peers, 
intentionally developing relationships between 
parents as they do so.
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Research has shown that grandparents play a similarly key role in a child’s development, 
with a high level of grandparental involvement in a child’s upbringing shown to significantly 
increase wellbeing.19

An increase in the number of households with two working parents, changing family 
patterns, and rising life expectancies has also seen grandparents play an increasingly large 
part in their grandchildren’s upbringing. But despite this important and growing role, there is 
a lack of support specifically for grandparents.

DadSpaces: Community spaces where local dads can come together 

Grandparent-powered family support at the Eden Project 

One example of family support designed 
specifically for fathers is Parents and Communities 
Together, an early intervention programme run by 
Citizens UK. Parents and Communities Together 
uses community organising approaches to create 
parent-led communities of support, nicknamed 
MumSpaces and DadSpaces, which we discuss in 
more detail later. 

Listening to what people actually need is a key 
part of the model and resulted in the creation 
of Dadspaces based on demand from local 
fathers. Citizens UK also found that they needed 
to tailor specific elements of the programme, 
such as holding sessions on the weekend instead 
of weekdays, to ensure that dads were able to 
benefit as well.

The Eden Project recognised that 
intergenerational groups were a growing part of 
their audience, but had no specific provision for 
under fives with their grandparents. They also 
found very few other organisations or services that 
did. 

In response, they developed a new programme 
– Deep Roots, New Shoots – to explore how 
visitor attractions could engage with grandparent 
carers with pre-school children. The project also 
sought to engage grandparent volunteers to 

lead activities at the Eden site in Cornwall, with 
activities designed with an evidence-based link 
between what the child is doing and positive brain 
development. The project is supported by experts 
and volunteers, who role-model different ways to 
do activities with children that promote positive 
development. 

The Eden Project has shared their experiences, 
pulling together their top ten tips for other visitor 
attractions wanting to provide engaging family 
support.

https://www.edenproject.com/sites/default/files/documents/wondering-allowed-eden-project.pdf
https://www.edenproject.com/sites/default/files/documents/wondering-allowed-eden-project.pdf
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7. Public services aren’t set up to reduce underlying sources of stress that  
 drive poor outcomes

Because of how public services are structured – to address particular problems, often in 
silos, and frequently around what public services can realistically deliver rather than what 
families may need or see as important – practitioners are rarely able to work with families 
in more holistic ways. Instead of starting from a family’s circumstances and specific needs, 
their remit is often restricted to providing a particular type of support, leaving families to 
navigate a complex system of multiple support services by themselves to try to get the 
support they need.

But a range of social stressors like poverty, poor housing, and discrimation act against the 
ability of parents to provide a safe, stable and nurturing environment for their children. 
What this means is that focusing on individual interventions or the improvement of 
service provision will only provide a sticking plaster if underlying sources of stress are not 
addressed. In some cases, the way the system is designed may even be a source of stress 
itself: if support or welfare is difficult and complicated to access due to how eligibility 
criteria are administered, for example, or having to navigate a complex system of support 
with multiple professionals, explaining the same story over and over again.

Evidence compiled by the Harvard Centre for the Developing Child has shown the impact of 
multiple sources of stress on child and parent outcomes – so much so, in fact, that reducing 
sources of stress is one of their core principles to help redesign policy and practice. The 
evidence shows that when multiple sources of stress, such as those caused by poverty, pile-
up on a family over a sustained period of time, known as toxic stress, it can directly lead 
to harmful effects on child development and indirectly through parents’ ability to provide 
responsive relationships and a stable environment. 

Conversely, when parents can meet their family’s needs, they are better able to protect 
and support their children and to take advantage of support services that improve child 
development.

https://developingchild.harvard.edu/resources/three-early-childhood-development-principles-improve-child-family-outcomes/#reduce-stress


A grandparent and grandchild looking through a 
magnifying glass at the Eden Project. The Eden Project’s 
Deep Shoots New Roots programme provides activities 
that stimulate brain development tailored specifically for 
grandparents to do with their grandchildren.
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 3 

The benefits of parent- 
powered family support

3.1. Where do parents go for support? 

Parents get support from a range of sources during pregnancy and early parenthood. These 
range from professional services such as midwifery, health visiting and children’s centres, to 
more informal types of support from family, friends, and neighbours.

Figure 9. Where parents go for help
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We also know that parents value different things from professionals and other parents. 
During our interviews with parents, they told us they value:

• Making connections with peers and building their social network through things like 
parenting groups or nursery

• Having emotional support from other parents and normalising the experience and 
challenges of parenting by knowing ‘this is normal’ or ‘I’m not alone’

• Receiving informal practical help with things like childcare. 

Professionals, on the other hand, were valued by parents as: 

• A trusted source of expertise and support for ‘when things are not ok’, particularly with 
health concerns

• Someone who can help them navigate and access other public and civil society support.

One parent we spoke to put it like this: 

“…I just ask the group … I got some migraines, or I’m having some pains 
in my legs and I just put them in there and ask, you know, ‘Is this normal?’ 
And they’re like, ‘Yep, perfectly normal,’ but if it wasn’t then obviously I’d just 
phone the midwife or the consultant and let them know what’s going on.”

3.2. Five ways parent power enhances family support 

Parent-powered approaches are not a substitute for professional support for parents; 
indeed, they work best when embedded within and alongside public services. 

Places that can actively foster these types of approaches and embed them within a joined-
up local ecosystem of family support stand to benefit from a number of additional benefits.

1. Improving a range of parent and child outcomes

The evidence for parent-powered approaches to family support is limited but promising. 
A rapid literature review conducted by Dartington Service Design Lab for this report found 
parent-powered approaches can have a positive impact on outcomes for children and their 
parents. 

However, there is a limited number of published studies evaluating the effectiveness of 
specific programmes, and most look only at a few types of support. A separate review of 
the impact of parent volunteer programmes on early childhood outcomes also found that 
“evidence of impact is complex and sometimes contradictory, as well as of variable quality.”20
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The evidence that does exist shows that parent-powered approaches – specifically parent 
volunteering and peer support models – consistently achieve positive impacts on key 
outcomes for parents, including:

• Parenting confidence and self-efficacy. 

• Parent-child attachment. 

• Parental wellbeing. 

• Improved social networks of support.

There are also important benefits for the parents giving the help, such as improved 
wellbeing and increased confidence.21 This is especially important for more reciprocal 
models such as peer support groups, where the line between ‘beneficiary’ and ‘volunteer’ is 
deliberately blurred.

The evidence is more mixed for child outcomes: some studies show positive impact on social 
and emotional development, breastfeeding rates, and communication and language skills, 
while others have shown little or no impact on child outcomes.

Empowering Parents, Empowering Communities 

Empowering Parents, Empowering Communities 
(EPEC) is a national, parent-led parenting 
programme that combines the skills and power 
of parents who lead and run parenting sessions 
(‘Parent Group Leaders’) with the expertise and 
guidance of professionals who train, support and 
coach them. Local EPEC teams, usually based in 
a local authority or health service, recruit parents 
from the communities they want to serve, provide 
them with training, and then support them on an 
ongoing basis to deliver EPEC courses to their 
peers in their communities.

A randomised control trial showed that EPEC 
significantly improved parent-child relationships 
and interactions, reduced children’s behavioural 

problems, and increased participants’ confidence 
in their parenting abilities.

They were also able to reach parents that public 
services typically struggle to – the majority of 
those who took part in EPEC were from Black 
and minority ethnic communities and poorer 
than the borough average – and keep them 
engaged in the programme with retention rates 
of over 90 per cent.

EPEC is also a great example of how professional 
and parent expertise can be combined and shows 
how statutory services can be at the forefront of 
parent-powered approaches, playing a driving 
role in integrating these models within an existing 
system of family support.
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2. Develop vital social connections and informal support networks,   
 particularly in the first 1,000 days

As seen in the parent power principles, a core feature of many of these approaches is 
that they build connections between parents. For new parents in particular, our social 
connections become vital support networks. 

We already know that building connections and supportive relationships can have a big 
impact on people’s lives. Community connections can have a protective effect, building 
informal networks of support around families and providing sources of emotional and 
practical help and advice that families can use before turning to public services. The 
evidence to date also shows a number of benefits of effective peer support including:

• The potential to increase confidence, mood, and wellbeing,22 and help mothers feel less 
isolated and stressed.23 

• The potential to improve health outcomes for mothers and babies by increasing the 
uptake of maternal and child health services.24

• Improvements in the quality of care, better outcomes, and reduced cost.25

We also know that parents really value social connections with peers, both in person and 
online. One mother we spoke to, discussing her experience of pregnancy, said this:

“A lot of pregnancy is stressful, but without the help that I have received it 
would’ve been fifty times worse. Being isolated, not having people ... [or] 
someone to go to if I’d needed to.”

Research with over 500 parents conducted by Coram Family and Childcare also supports 
this.26 It found that over half (56 per cent) of parents with children under five feel lonely and 
socially isolated at least some of the time, and that parents feel the best way to combat 
loneliness and isolation is to take part in local activities with other parents.

Parents 1st: Connecting mums and dads with peer supporters 

Parents 1st is a national charity dedicated to early 
prevention through asset-based peer support 
during the key life transition of pregnancy, 
birth and post-birth with mothers, fathers, and 
partners. They support an online community of 
peer supporters through their website, connecting 
practitioners and volunteers and sharing ideas, 
resources, and experiences. 

Parents 1st’s regional peer support programmes 
build community connections by recruiting and 
training volunteer parents and grandparents to 
be partnered one-to-one with expectant and new 
parents from less advantaged communities. They 

‘walk the journey’ with parents through pregnancy, 
birth and the early months of parenthood, offering 
a continuum of intensive but informal one-to-one 
peer support in the parents’ own homes and in 
hospital, as well as working collaboratively with 
other organisations and communities.

Around nine in ten parents that received one to 
one peer support from these programmes saw 
statistically significant improvements in a range 
of outcomes during pregnancy and after birth, 
with the biggest improvements in parenting 
confidence, social networks, mental health and 
wellbeing, and access to other services.
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3. Reaching families that public services struggle to, and connecting them  
 to other professional services they might benefit from

From our work supporting a number of parent-powered organisations, we have seen that 
they can be effective at reaching disadvantaged families that public services often find 
difficult to support. This was also the view of a number of commissioners interviewed for this 
report. For example, one commissioner noted that: “having local ‘parents’ involvement was a 
way of getting past lack of trust [in public services].”

There is some evidence to support this observation, with one review finding that parent 
volunteer programmes can reach and be accepted by parents who do not engage with 
other services.27 Research has also found that peer support is an effective mechanism to 
connect and support ‘hardly reached’ groups28 and marginalised mothers,29 enabling them 
to access services that complement the work of health professionals.

In addition to reaching families that public services struggle to, parent-powered approaches 
can also help increase access to other public services that disadvantaged families might 
benefit from. For example, data from the Family and Childcare Trust on Parent Champions 
shows they are an effective way of increasing uptake of a free childcare offer for two 
year olds in disadvantaged families: almost half of parents took up a place after being 
encouraged by a local Parent Champion.30 

A review of A Better Start sites also suggests that involving parents in decisions about local 
family support can lead to greater ownership and satisfaction among users, meaning they 
are more likely to champion the service to others.31

Although parent-powered approaches may help in many cases, we don’t suggest it is as 
simple as rolling out a peer support programme and automatically reaching disadvantaged 
families. Families have a hugely diverse range of circumstances and needs, and not all may 
want or accept volunteer or peer support.

Parents and Communities Together: Creating new communities of support 

Parents and Communities Together (PACT) creates 
parent-led peer support groups that mobilise 
and empower parents with young children to 
provide social support and informal advice to 
other parents in their community. MumSpaces and 
DadSpaces are weekly drop-in groups hosted in 
a local community space; with the support of a 
local parent organiser and volunteers, parents can 
participate in parent-led workshops and courses 
such as Booksharing, where they gain confidence 
reading and participating in their child’s learning, 
or Parent University, which covers a range of child 
development and parenting topics.

PACT was developed by Citizens UK, a national 
community organising charity, and uses the 
principles of community organising to help 
parents support each other and advocate for 
change. Early evidence from an evaluation 
conducted by King’s College suggested that 
the model improves parental mental wellbeing, 
reduces social isolation, and improves child 
language outcomes, while project data shows it 
has also been successful in supporting families 
that public services often find difficult to reach. 
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4. Bringing parents’ voices and ideas so that local family support services  
 are more responsive, innovative, accessible and trusted

For parents, being involved in decisions about the support available to them can have a 
powerful impact, increasing self-worth and confidence. But bringing in lived experience 
can also improve support for families. A review of A Better Start sites by the National 
Lottery Community Fund, which provides funding to help parents to have a greater voice 
in the design and governance of family support, found that co-production made services 
more accessible, authentic and responsive to parents’ needs, as well as making them more 
human.32

Good co-production involves parents and professionals working together and finding the 
right balance, where lived experience, professional judgement, and evidence are combined 
to create better support. Commissioners interviewed shared the view that involving parents 
in co-production is important for the design and delivery of more effective support, and in 
ensuring they are adapted to the local context. As one commissioner noted: 

“Health visiting is working so much better, even though we have no extra 
resource, because we commissioned with the community – [we] did what the 
community needed.”

Parent Champions in Southend 

Southend is one of five areas taking part in A 
Better Start, a ten-year, £215 million programme 
funded by the National Lottery Community Fund 
focused on improving the life chances of the most 
disadvantaged children and testing new ways of 
supporting families that involve parents. 

As part of this programme, Southend integrates 
Parent Champions throughout all of their 
governance and decision-making processes, 
including having parents sit on boards, 

recruitment of senior programme team members, 
and involving them in service design. Parent 
Champions also control an engagement fund to 
run community engagement events and activities 
to bring new parents into the programme and 
ensure they are representing all parents. 

As one Parent Champion said: “without 
engagement with the people you are trying to reach, 
you will never truly understand what connections can 
be made and the benefits of it.”
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5. Preventing costs to public services

Parent-powered family support is preventative by nature – both through the protective 
benefits of the stronger networks of support they create and the improved outcomes for 
parents and children arising from effective early intervention. Parent-powered approaches 
can also bring in additional resources to public services in terms of time, a range of skills, 
and lived expertise. 

Some models may also be more cost-effective – Empowering Parents, Empowering 
Communities (EPEC), for example, was found to be a quarter of the cost of comparable 
professional-only parenting programmes and has been rated by the Early Intervention 
Foundation as having a cost of less than £100 for each family supported.

But in order to realise these benefits, parent power needs to be designed with a clear 
understanding of needs, appropriate design and benefits, not as a cheap alternative to 
professional paid staff: models that simply replace a professional role with a volunteer may 
find that the expected savings don’t materialise. 

National parenting and family support charity Family Lives found itself in this situation after 
introducing a U.S.-based home visiting programme to the UK. It provides a great example of 
how to use programme learning to successfully pivot towards a new model. 

Families helping families 

Developed by The Australian Centre for Social 
Innovation (TACSI), Family by Family activates a 
largely untapped resource – the strengths and 
experiences of families that have ‘been there, 
done that’ – and builds community capability 
and strengthens connections. Starting from the 
premise that families are the experts, ‘seeking 
families’ are paired up with ‘sharing families’ to 
form a mutually helpful relationship. 

One professional family coach works with 15 
sharing families, who in turn work with 40 seeking 

families, reaching up to 100 children at risk. With 
just one professional for every 100 children, it’s 
extremely cost-effective: the program has a cost 
benefit ratio of 1:7, representing a huge saving for 
governments in keeping children out of state care 
and other child protection and crisis services.

An early evaluation of the programme found that 
80 per cent of seeking families felt their situation 
was ‘better’ or ‘heaps better’ after linking up with 
their sharing family.33
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What Family Lives did when it realised its volunteer model wasn’t working 

In 2018, Family Lives introduced ParentChild+ 
to the UK from the U.S. ParentChild+ is a well-
evidenced, intensive home visiting programme, 
supporting families whose children are at risk 
of entering school behind their peers. Over the 
course of 15 months, families receive 92 home 
visits from early learning professionals, using 
educational books and toys to model positive 
positive parent-child interaction and improve 
communication, literacy and social-emotional 
development.

Family Lives wanted to test whether the 
programme could be delivered by trained 
parent volunteers, potentially reaching deeper 
into communities and enabling greater scaling 
of the model. It became clear, however, that it 
was not possible to deliver the programme at 

scale using a volunteer only model. According 
to their programme lead, the “intensity, length 
and administrative requirements associated with 
maintaining fidelity to the model” meant it was 
difficult to “recruit and sustain involvement of 
volunteers who are willing to visit families twice a 
week for 15 months.” 

Family Lives has successfully pivoted its model to 
develop a blended approach, with paid staff at 
the core and a small number of parent volunteers 
to bring additional value, like language skills 
and a direct connection to the community they 
serve. Family Lives is now delivering the updated 
blended ParentChild+ model in Newcastle and as 
part of a social impact bond in Westminster and 
Kensington and Chelsea.



The Mayor of London, Sadiq Khan, sitting at a local Mumspace in 
Southwark, London. Mumspaces are part of a programme called Parents 
and Communities Together (PACT), which was developed by Citizens 
UK and is funded by the Department for Digital, Culture, Media and 
Sport and the Greater London Authority. It uses community organising 
principles to create parent-led communities of peer support.
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 4 

How to grow and  
embed parent power in  
and alongside public  
services

The examples and principles shared in this report sketch the outline of a model that can 
radically improve support for families. But whilst parent-powered approaches have a rich 
heritage in the UK, the design of public services has for too long failed to harness their 
potential or sufficiently draw from the power of parents alongside professionals. 

The simple truth is that we cannot afford to keep parent-powered approaches on the 
periphery. Too much is at stake. The consequences of failing to do so are stark. 

Families, particularly those from disadvantaged backgrounds, will continue to go without 
the support and relationships they need to ensure their children can thrive. Public services 
will continue to focus on reactive, costly services at the expense of prevention and early 
intervention. And a huge wealth of experience, skills, and energy of parents and community 
members will remain untapped.

Sadly, the COVID-19 pandemic makes this task all the more urgent, with the absence of 
connection and support networks already strongly felt by many. A survey of over 5,000 
parents commissioned by a group of family support organisations including Home-Start 
UK, Best Beginnings, Parent-Infant Foundation and the Maternal Mental Health Alliance, 
highlights the challenge. It found that almost three quarters (73 per cent) of parents 
with a child under two think that COVID-19 is having a negative impact on their child’s 
development, yet more than a third (35 per cent) were not confident they could access 
support. With 60,000 new babies born each month during the pandemic, there is a real risk 
the consequences of this will be with us for a long time to come. 

To embed parent-powered models within and alongside public services, and to realise the 
potential of these approaches, will require a set of fundamental shifts in how we deliver, 
design, and invest in family support. Through our programme insights and research, 
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workshops held with early years practitioners and experts, and interviews with parents 
and early years commissioners, we have identified four areas for change that will help the 
systematic design and adoption of parent-powered approaches:

1. Widespread adoption and adaption of the principles of parent-powered family support

2. Local experimentation to design and develop models that foster a local ecosystem of 
support centred around the whole family

3. Long-term investment to enable the design and development of a parent-powered 
family support system

4. Realising the value and developing the evidence base.

Below, we outline key steps to start the journey towards broadening and deepening the role 
parent-powered approaches can play.

4.1.  Recommendations for early years practitioners:   
 Adopting and adapting the principles of parent-  
 powered family support

Embedding parent power in and alongside public services requires a shift towards new ways 
of working with parents and communities, based on the principles we’ve outlined for parent 
power. Multiple factors – the need to balance safeguarding and protection of children and 
families, increased demand and diminishing resources – has led to practitioners frequently 
needing to focus on managing risk rather than developing more strategic approaches. 

Working effectively with and alongside parent-powered approaches requires a reframing of 
risk and the role of professionals. Parent-powered approaches may be met by professional 
resistance, making the establishment of a complementary system of parent-powered and 
professional support more difficult. That requires professionals to trust parents, control 
less, and share their power. As one commissioner noted: “the balance is shifting – it’s about 
learning to have that trust. Trying to give those services energy rather than sapping it.”

Recommendation one

Practitioners (and commissioners) should adopt and further adapt the principles of parent 
power (see Figure 2) – or develop their own principles for their local place. These principles 
should be used to inform practice and help guide new ways of working, need to be 
owned and developed by the early years and family support fields, and must become the 
underpinning foundations to effective support.
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4.2. Recommendations for local commissioners:    
 Fostering a local ecosystem of support centred   
 around the whole family

Many commissioners we spoke to see the role of local authorities shifting from one 
predominantly about service delivery to one of system leadership, convening, coordinating 
and creating the right conditions. One commissioner cast the role of the local authority as 
“...a system leader role rather than a provider. [The] role of locality leaders isn’t managing those 
services, but to bring them together.”

A number of place-based approaches have emerged in the UK, such as A Better Start, the 
West London Zone, and the Pembury Children’s Community, enabling public service and 
civil society professionals to work together to rewire and integrate existing service pathways 
and join up support. 

To address the fragmentation of the family support system, there needs to be greater 
experimentation and development of place-based models that integrate and coordinate 
support around a whole family, rather than the system, and that create the conditions for 
greater parent participation. 

Recommendation two

Local public service commissioners should seek to foster and coordinate a local ecosystem 
of family support, developing ways to embed the whole spectrum of parent-powered 
approaches (see Figure 3 for the typology of parent power) by: 

• Adopting mechanisms to ensure meaningful parent participation in agenda-setting, 
decision-making, implementation and accountability processes – including parents 
on governance boards, establishing parent champion networks, ‘parent assemblies’, or 
supporting models like parent-led nurseries. Whilst this has been talked about for some 
time, it too often remains marginal and tokenistic.

• Experiment with and invest in models that develop connections and relationships 
between parents and other community members to move support upstream and prevent 
a rise in complex or unmet needs. Leading local authorities are recognising this, but 
practice needs to be supported to grow.

• Integrating parent-powered approaches in and alongside a range of professionally 
delivered services such as midwifery, health visiting, children’s centres, and housing. In 
doing so, commissioners should draw on examples such as A Better Start, West London 
Zone, Pembury Children’s Community and the Swedish Leksand model.
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4.3. Recommendations for government: Long-term   
 investment to enable the design and development of  
 a parent-powered family support system

At a national level, there needs to be renewed interest in supporting families in effective 
ways, building on positive work such as the Early Help System Guide and the Early Years 
Strategic Framework led by the Cabinet Office. Given the critical role that parents play in 
early childhood development, a greater focus on parents and how best to support them, 
particularly in the crucial first 1,000 days, needs to be a core part of any strategy to improve 
child outcomes. As we have argued throughout this report, parent-powered approaches, 
when embedded within a joined-up local system of support for families, are particularly 
well-placed to support this goal.

There’s also no escaping that after a decade of funding reductions, local commissioners 
are spending less on family support and early intervention. This has, in turn, led to less 
sector collaboration and more fragmentation due to an increase in competition for scarce 
resources, keeping parent-powered approaches at the margins of the system. The only way 
to head upstream is with a bigger, bolder investment that provides local authorities with the 
funding to focus on early intervention.

Now is the time to reverse these trends and make a significant investment to help 
strengthen what should be considered a core pillar of our national social infrastructure.

Recommendation three

The Department for Education should develop a cross-government family support strategy 
in conjunction with the Department for Health and Social Care, the Ministry for Housing, 
Communities and Local Government, Department for Digital, Culture, Media and Sport and 
the Cabinet Office. The strategy should articulate a clear vision for a coordinated family 
support system and provide a feasible roadmap for how we can get there by 2025.

Recommendation four

The Department for Education should establish a multi-year Family Support Fund to 
support the family support strategy. The fund should be used to:

• Provide local authorities with sufficient resources to develop local partnerships to test 
and scale place-based models that integrate parent-powered approaches within public 
services and to develop the evidence base.

• Fund experimentation to enable greater accessibility of support. As COVID-19 has 
shown, there is essential infrastructure such as digital infrastructure that could better 
enable parents to navigate support and connect with one another locally. 

• Commission a research programme to build the evidence for parent power in 
conjunction with the Office for Civil Society, Early Intervention Foundation and other 
stakeholders, using our sector evidence plan as a starting point.

https://assets.publishing.service.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/878994/TF_Early_Help_System_April_2020.pdf


Parents Helping Parents: It takes a village to raise a child

39

4.4. Priorities for research: Realising the value and   
 developing the evidence base 

Our discussions with early years practitioners, commissioners, and policymakers exposed 
a number of gaps in evidence that undermine the confidence necessary for the wider 
adoption of these models. Often, the use of parent-powered approaches in public services 
remains value driven, determined by winning over the ‘hearts and minds’ of leaders. 
Although we can draw from the evidence that does exist, such as reviews from the Early 
Intervention Foundation or A Better Start’s Volunteering and Early Childhood Outcomes 
Evidence Review,34 a greater investment in evidence is needed to help show the instrumental 
value of parent-powered approaches. 

In response to this need, and alongside Dartington Service Design Lab, early years 
academics and practitioners, we have developed a “Sector Evidence Plan” for parent power 
that sets out the six most important questions for the sector to address. The full evidence 
plan can be found in Annex B, and sets out: (a) why each question is important; (b) why 
there is a gap in our knowledge; and (c) which research methods we could use to answer the 
question. 

Six priority research questions 

1. Which outcomes are parent-powered approaches best at promoting, and for whom?

2. What skills and experience do parents have that they want to use to help other parents? 

3. How can parent-powered and professionally delivered services best complement one 
another to promote outcomes?

4. How can funding (public and charitable) be used to create the conditions for parents to 
take and lead action themselves?

5. What are the best ways of managing risk and ensuring safeguarding without 
professional lines of accountability?

6. What are the potentially harmful consequences of peer dynamics and how can we 
mitigate them?

4.5. Concluding thoughts 

The current moment serves as a rallying cry to think consciously about how we support 
families and design for those things that really matter, bringing the skills and expertise of 
professionals and parents together.

We know that, despite the critical role they play in their child’s development, parents don’t 
always receive the support they need. But if we can make the shifts we’ve outlined and truly 
harness the potential of parent power, we have the chance to improve the ability of our 
public services to help and support families at a critical time of change.

Fundamentally, improving support for families will mean that children, particularly those 
from low-income families, will have better, and more equal life chances. Surely there’s no 
better investment than that?



A baby touching her parent’s hand. Photo courtesy of 
Empowering Parents, Empowering Communities (EPEC), 
an evidence-based, parent-led parenting programme 
that has scaled across the UK.



41

Parents Helping Parents: It takes a village to raise a child

Annex A: Methodology 
The findings and recommendations in this report come from a combination of analyses 
based on a review of the evidence, interviews with parents and early years commissioners, 
and structured workshops with early years practitioners and experts.

A. Rapid review of the evidence 

The Dartington Service Design Lab conducted a rapid evidence review of the research 
evidence to address two questions.

1. Why is family support important in the early years?

2. Why is parent power important to family support in the early years, and what value can 
it add?

The review drew heavily on the existing review work carried out by the Lab and others. The 
Lab is grateful for the direction provided for the review by Dr Nick Axford and Dr Jenny 
McLeish, who both recommended papers for the review.

B. Interviews with commissioners of early years services

Dartington Service Design Lab also conducted semi-structured telephone interviews with 
eight early years commissioners across the country to understand key challenges and 
drivers to commissioning parent-powered approaches. Local authorities ranged from inner-
city London boroughs to shire councils and municipal authorities. Interviews lasted between 
30 minutes and one hour. Notes were taken by the researcher who conducted the interviews, 
and each interview was recorded in full. The interview notes were analysed for themes.

C. Interviews with parents 

Dartington conducted seven semi-structured interviews with parents who have children in 
their early years (aged five or younger). The interviews were conducted by telephone and 
lasted between 15 and 30 minutes. The topic guide contained three questions: 

1. Where, or from whom, do parents get help during pregnancy and their child’s early 
years?

2. Do parents receive different kinds of support from different people and services during 
pregnancy and their child’s early years?

3. What are the reasons why parents receive different support from different sources?

4. The interviews were transcribed by the researcher who conducted them and one other 
researcher at the Dartington Service Design Lab. The researcher who undertook the 
interviews used NVivo 12 to conduct a thematic analysis of the transcripts.35
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D. Learning workshops

In Autumn 2019, we held two learning workshops with over 50 early years practitioners, 
commissioners, policymakers and funders to test and refine our reflections from working 
with and alongside early years organisations implementing parent-powered approaches.

The first workshop focused on the barriers and challenges to designing, delivering and 
commissioning parent powered approaches in the early years. The second focused on 
developing principles for a parent-powered place that would support parent power and 
create a system that would overcome or reduce the barriers identified in the first workshop.

We’d like to thank the following organisations for participating: Bernard Van Leer 
Foundation, Citizens UK, De Montfort University, the Department for Digital, Culture, Media 
and Sport, the Department for Health, the Eden Project, Early Years Alliance, Education 
Endowment Foundation, Family Lives, Foundation Years Trust, Goldfinch, Goldsmiths 
University, Greater London Authority, Home-Start UK, KPMG Foundation, Lambeth Early 
Action Partnership, Little Village, Ministry for Housing, Communities and Local Government, 
NCB, NCT, Nottingham City Council, OVO Foundation, Oxford Hub, Parental Engagement 
Network, Parents 1st, Quaggy Development Trust, Save the Children, Shine Trust, Southend 
Borough Council, South London and Maudsley Hospital Trust, the Sutton Trust, The 
Australian Centre for Social Innovation, University of Newcastle, University of Oxford, and 
Verve Child Interaction.

E. Programme insights 

Lastly, we used programme insights generated through discussions and experience 
from supporting seven parent-powered organisations. We took a systematic approach 
to analysing insights from the Early Years Social Action Fund by conducting a thematic 
analysis36 of the experiences of the five innovators of developing and scaling their 
innovations to new places. The data used for the analysis came from a total of 38 ‘learning 
logs’, documents each innovator wrote reflecting on key learnings and challenges every 
three months over a period of approximately two years. The learning logs were coded and 
analysed to explore key challenges and barriers to implementation.
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Annex B: A sector evidence 
plan for parent power 

Introduction 

This Sector Evidence Plan is part of a larger collaboration between Nesta and the 
Dartington Service Design Lab to understand the potential of parent power to provide 
family support in the early years. As with all research and learning projects, however, our 
work has highlighted gaps in our knowledge. We believe we can do better than simply 
saying ‘more research is required’.

We have therefore developed, in collaboration with other academics and practitioners, this 
Sector Evidence Plan for parent power. It sets out the six most important questions for the 
sector that can be answered through a programme of empirical research. 

We hope this document will be used as a point of reference for bids, proposals and tenders 
for future research. A research proposal could, for example, reference the Sector Evidence 
Plan to justify the importance of its research questions. Since the Sector Evidence Plan has 
been developed with delivery organisations, funders and commissioners, we are confident 
that these questions are important for those working at all levels in practice.

Each page of this plan sets out one of the six priority questions, giving (a) why it is 
important, (b) why there is a gap in our knowledge, and (c) which research methods we can 
use to answer the question.

Six priority research questions 

1. Which outcomes are parent-powered approaches best at promoting, and for whom?

2. What skills and experience do parents have that they want to use to help other parents? 

3. How can parent-powered and professionally delivered services best complement one 
another to promote outcomes?

4. How can funding (public and charitable) be used to create the conditions for parents to 
take and lead action themselves?

5. What are the best ways of managing risk and ensuring safeguarding without 
professional lines of accountability?

6. What are the potentially harmful consequences of peer dynamics and how can we 
mitigate them?
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1. Which outcomes can parent-powered approaches   
promote and for whom?

Why is this question important?

It is important for the replication, scaling and improvement of parent-powered approaches 
that we understand their impact and whether or not they lead to good outcomes. When we 
do this we should consider all plausible benefits of the approach – including to parents who 
provide support.

There is some evidence that parents who deliver parent-powered support also benefit 
from being part of the approach.37 The benefits of volunteering are well-established and 
the notion of ‘double benefit’ – where both the volunteer and beneficiary gain from the 
voluntary action – is a widely used concept in the volunteering and social action sectors.38

Why is there a gap in our knowledge here?

Randomised control trials of parent-powered approaches have yielded inconclusive findings 
on the impact of programmes on beneficiaries. There are very few outcome studies of more 
community development focused approaches, and impact studies focus predominantly on 
outcomes for beneficiary families, not parents who deliver support.

What methods can we use to answer this question?

Experimental and quasi-experimental studies should be designed to measure outcomes 
for both the beneficiaries of parent-powered approaches and those parents who provide 
support.

Outcome studies of more community development focused approaches will need to take a 
developmental approach to evaluation, as the outcomes for parents and children cannot be 
specified with precision in advance – they are established by and with the community.39

Qualitative studies can complement quantitative work by uncovering possible mechanisms 
of change and unforeseen outcomes for both beneficiary and helping parents.
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2. What skills and experience do parents have that they   
want to use to help other parents?

Why is this question important?

Parents have unique assets including experience of the challenges of parenting, knowledge 
about their community and a capacity to relate with other parents. A belief in the unique 
value of parents’ skills and experience is fundamental to all parent-powered approaches. 
The sector would benefit from learning about what these assets are and how to mobilise 
them to provide effective family support.

Why is there a gap in our knowledge here?

Most of the research knowledge we have evaluates, quantitatively or qualitatively, 
programmes in which parents deliver support to other parents. We are missing a 
fundamental piece of research which starts with parents, nor the support, and asks first 
what skills and experience parents have that they want to use to help other parents.

What methods can we use to answer this question?

A large-scale survey would enable us to develop a snapshot of the help parents want to 
receive, want to provide, and already receive. Qualitative studies can delve deeper into 
these insights to understand why parents seek certain sources of support for different 
difficulties. As part of this research project, for example, the Dartington Service Design Lab 
has undertaken a small qualitative study with parents who have children in their early years. 
Qualitative studies should take an assertive approach to engaging hardly reached parents 
who may be less likely to respond to a large-scale survey.
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3. How can parent-powered and professionally delivered services 
complement one another to promote outcomes?

Why is this question important?

Parents get support from a range of sources when their children are in their early years. 
These groups and individuals should work together to give the best overall family support 
and parent-powered approaches can play an important part in this. Empirical research is 
required that works with parents to understand how public, civil society, kinship and parent-
powered support can work together to create the best support system for parents and 
children in the early years.

Why is there a gap in our knowledge here?

Our review of the literature on family support has identified several studies which evaluate 
parent-powered approaches and a significantly greater number of studies which evaluate 
professional services. There are, however, very few studies that investigate the potential for 
interaction effects between the two. A notable exception is the evaluation of the Starting 
Well home visiting programme in Scotland.40

What methods can we use to answer this question?

Experimental and quasi-experimental studies can evaluate the potential complementarity 
of parent-powered and professional approaches to family support using multiple 
comparison groups (e.g. professional only, professional and parent-powered, just parent-
powered; an example of this is the Scottish Starting Well evaluation). 

Qualitative research, with parents, is required to understand why parents access certain 
types of support for different difficulties and how they use available sources of support to 
help them raise their child.
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4. How can funding (public and charitable) be used to create the 
conditions for parents to take and lead action themselves?

Why is this question important?

Public bodies, philanthropists and large charities hold a significant weight in resources 
and power. Participants at the evidence roundtable observed a shift in the language these 
organisations are using from ‘doing things to or for parents’ to ‘empowering them to help 
one another and themselves’. The developing practice of co-production and co-design of 
services with parents is part of this change. 

Some local authorities are beginning to see themselves differently – as powerful 
stakeholders who can bring local systems, community organisation and assets together 
rather than holding responsibility for service delivery and outcomes. Powerful stakeholders 
such as local authorities, clinical commissioning groups and philanthropists are considering 
how they can create the conditions for parents to take and lead action themselves.

Realising this will involve a reimagining of the role of the traditionally powerful players, 
raising questions around how public and philanthropic bodies can use their power, money 
and resources to play this role most effectively.

Why is there a gap in our knowledge here?

Parent-powered approaches to family support in the early years require a way of funding, 
commissioning and designing services that is gaining ground but has not become 
established. We do not, therefore, have extensive experience from which to learn. Methods 
for evaluating systemic change towards more community-driven responses are emergent.

What methods can we use to answer this question?

In order to answer this question, we propose a case study approach which makes a detailed 
description of the actions and decisions taken by funders and commissioners, the context in 
which it happened, and the outcomes which resulted from what was done. This will establish 
a ‘learning trail’ from which others can judge which effective practices they would imitate 
– all based on an understanding of how their context differs and how those differences are 
likely to affect the practice.

The objective of funding and commissioning to empower parents cannot be specified in 
advance, because the purpose of funding in this way is unlocking activities that parents 
want to take to work towards objectives they set themselves. As such, experimental and 
quasi-experimental methods such as randomised control trials are not appropriate.
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5. What are the best ways of managing risk and ensuring 
safeguarding without professional lines of accountability?

Why is this question important?

Professional lines of accountability exist partly as a way of managing risk in large 
organisations. When parents help one another they take on some risk that they or the 
parent they are helping may experience some harm. 

In parent-powered approaches that lie towards the service delivery end of Nesta’s typology 
of parent power (Appendix 2), this risk is managed in similar ways to professional services, 
through lines of managerial accountability. However, accountability to service managers 
may disrupt peer dynamics, which many parent-powered approaches to service delivery 
seek to leverage to promote good outcomes.

In parent-powered approaches that lie towards the community development end of Nesta’s 
typology of parent power, risk and safeguarding must be managed in a different way 
because organisational structures are looser and less hierarchical. 

Risk and safeguarding concerns will always be present; parent-powered approaches call for 
new ways of thinking about it.

Why is there a gap in our knowledge here?

Risk and safeguarding legislation, regulation and guidance do exist but typically as 
part of a statutory or professional framework. The different structure of parent-powered 
approaches mean that guidance needs to be adapted for this practice.

What methods can we use to answer this question?

Specific guidance needs to be developed, partly taken from existing sources including 
guidance for professional practitioners working with children and families. Specific 
adaptations for parent-powered approaches should be based on learning from real cases of 
parent-powered support. A survey of people involved in parent-powered approaches could 
surface common issues which are challenging, which can then be investigated in more 
detailed case analysis.
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6. What are the potentially harmful consequences of peer 
dynamics and how can we mitigate them?

Why is this question important?

It is important that parent-powered approaches to family support in the early years which 
rely on peer dynamics do not cause harm to parents who receive or deliver the support. 
Parent-powered approaches are never intended to be harmful, but it is important to 
understand the ways in which such approaches may risk leading to harm. The phrase 
‘dark logic’ has been coined to describe the harmful unintended consequences of social 
interventions.41

Why is there a gap in our knowledge here?

While, several studies have found that parent-powered approaches to family support 
which leverage peer dynamics can have a positive impact on outcomes for children and 
their parents, insights from qualitative studies suggests there is a significant risk that peer 
relationships can lead to harm. Peer relationships can be closer and less boundaried than 
professional-client relationships.42 This raises the possibility of hurt to both parties if the 
peer relationship ends painfully. The additional ambiguity of a peer relationship compared 
with a professional-client dynamic can be difficult to navigate, as role expectations are not 
clear.

Quantitative evaluations of peer delivered family support have attempted to measure 
positively constructed outcomes for children and parents, and seek to explain theories of 
positive change. These studies do not try to measure harmful consequences of the support 
or to identify the dark logic that explains how this harm may come about.

What methods can we use to answer this question?

Experimental and quasi-experimental studies and evaluations of peer-led family support 
should be designed to test hypotheses about the ‘dark logic’ of the support as well as 
looking for positive impact. They should measure a small set of negative outcomes that 
may be caused by the support, based on the dark logic of the programme.

Evaluators could conduct exit interviews with parents who leave the peer support 
programme when their peer relationship has broken down, or if they had chosen to leave 
the programme for another reason. Alongside qualitative studies that focus specifically on 
peer relationships, these interviews would contribute to a nuanced understanding of peer 
dynamics between parents.
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