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Key messages
Parenting is influenced by a broad range of factors, including parents’ own experiences, knowledge,

expectations, social context and cultural beliefs. Compared to previous generations, parenting is

also increasingly seen as an intensive undertaking with more fathers playing an active role in their

children’s lives. Key challenges facing Irish parents today include feelings of uncertainty, balancing

work and parenting, navigating family transitions, managing complex needs and coping with

children’s educational, developmental and wellbeing needs. 

The majority of parents felt unsupported in their role as parent. In general, parents were

unaware of services and supports in their area, and for those who sought support, a lack of

parenting and family-oriented services was frequently highlighted. Parents also pointed to

the fragmented nature of support, including the lack of a coordinated system of service

provision across the life span. Among parents of children with additional needs, difficulties

accessing timely and streamlined supports was a persistent challenge. 

Informal networks and peer-support were the most commonly reported sources of support. Online

sources of support and advice (websites, social media) were also frequently used, but were often

seen as unhelpful or confusing. Most parents engaged in formal supports and services to learn new

skills, gain knowledge, manage specific challenges and meet other parents. 

Numerous barriers to engaging with parenting supports were identified; these included

limited availability of accessible services and competing demands on parents' time and  daily

responsibilities. Perceptions of stigma and fears of judgement were also evident and posed a

significant impediment to participation, particularly for more vulnerable and marginalised

families. Importantly, gender, social and cultural factors were also found to influence

engagement in parenting supports.    

Addressing the fragmented nature of parenting support across areas and developmental stages.

Improved information provision, and access routes, in relation to support services.

Development of a “one stop shop” / parent hub to coordinate parenting information and available

services and supports on a local/regional basis.

Enhanced resources to support parents of older children, as well as services to cater for family

mental health and psychological wellbeing were a priority for parents.

Greater availability of peer-support / peer-networks of community-based parenting supports (e.g.

parenting groups for varying developmental stages).

Increased provision of targeted and tailored supports to support parents of children with

additional needs and to promote engagement of vulnerable families. 

Practical engagement strategies which leverage the health and community sector to promote

participation in support services. Interventions/Supports can be successfully incorporated into

community-based settings.

Recommendations for parenting supports include: 
 



Parents play a crucial role in their child’s

development; yet raising children is increasingly

perceived as a more complex and demanding task.

Supporting parents and families in accessing timely

and appropriate intervention and prevention services

is a growing national priority (DCYA, 2014, 2018;

Tusla, 2019). 

Interventions to assist parents in supporting their

child's development are essential to ensuring that

every child reaches their potential over the life

course (Richter et al. 2017). However, parenting

supports often remain underutilised and/or fail to

reach families in need and barriers to engagement

can undermine the effectiveness of supports and

services (Hackworth et al. 2018). 

Background
Understanding parents’ experiences of parenting support 

The Department of Children, Equality, Disability, Integration and Youth commissioned this

consultation to capture and document the views and experiences of parents. The overarching

aims were to generate insights into Irish parents’ experiences of parenting and their support

needs across a range of life stages, and to provide timely and informative insights to inform

the development of First 5 parenting support actions. 

The consultation was conducted between September and December 2020 and sought the

views of parents from various backgrounds and across a range of life stages and ages.

Parents were, therefore, recruited from a range of locations – both urban and rural – across

Ireland. The views of marginalised parents (e.g. immigrant, disadvantaged families), working

parents, single parents, fathers and parents of children with additional needs were also

explored. 

The findings are intended to provide key stakeholders, including parents, policy makers,

service providers and researchers, with insights into parents’ perspectives in relation to

experiences of support and support seeking, and to identify areas where service

development and further research and exploration is needed. 

Consulting with parents 

Promoting engagement and uptake of parenting support is a key priority. Gathering information on

parents’ experiences and views of support is essential to developing practices and support which

are acceptable and adequately meet the needs of parents and their families (Metz & Bartley, 2012). 



The consultation process

Parents were recruited through a range of services and organisations.

One-to-one interviews were conducted with 51 parents, and a further 15 participants

took part in focus groups.

Due to restrictions associated with Covid-19, interviews were conducted via

telephone, and focus groups were held via an online video communications platform

(Zoom). Data collection was carried out following a lengthy period of restrictions,

although schools and services had reopened while the consultation was being

conducted.

Supplementary information was gathered from parents through an anonymous, brief

online questionnaire. This collected data on key characteristics, as well as services

and supports available in the local community and the extent to which parents

access services.

Irish parents’ experiences of caring for their children and sources of support for parenting 
Their views in relation to their own support needs and their experience of seeking support
as a parent
Knowledge of and perspectives on using formal and existing support services 
Preferences and recommendations for receiving and accessing information and support
services

Parents were asked to focus on their experiences of support across a range of life stages.   A
qualitative approach, using semi-structured interviews and focus groups was adopted in
order to enable parents to tell their own stories and experiences. The consultation explored:

Data collection



Participants 
Key characteristics 

Most of the participants were

mothers, although just over

one-third were fathers. 

On average, parents had 2

children; family size ranged

from 1 – 4 children. 

Around 25% of parents were

disadvantaged from a

socioeconomic perspective (i.e.

household income primarily

made up of social

security/state benefits). 

In total, 66 parents took part in the

consultation. Some key

demographic characteristics are

shown in Table 1. 

Most of the parents who took part

identified as Irish (83.9%); 12% indicated

they were of non-Irish ethnicity (two

refugees and one asylum seeker also took

part in the consultation).

A minimum of 10 parents had children with

additional learning needs. Others also

described child mental health difficulties or

developmental delay.

Parents also reflected on experiences such

as post-natal depression, single

parenthood, separation/divorce, lack of

access to their child.



Key findings

Many parents described periods of uncertainty, loss
of confidence and feelings of judgement on their
parenting ability. 

Parenting Experiences 

The increasing involvement of fathers in childrearing
was also highlighted, yet many, particularly
separated fathers, described feelings of exclusion
and marginalisation, as well as persisting
‘stereotypical’ and biased views of fathers as
primarily that of the authority figure, or
'breadwinner', within the family.

Cultural norms also strongly influence how a child is
raised. Parents from diverse backgrounds described
differing thinking and practices around childrearing
which were often incompatible with more Western
parenting practices. 

Parenting was described as a multidimensional, complex role. Overall, several sources of

parenting strain were identified which were shaped by social structure, pressures of working

life, the cultural context of parenting, as well as the resources available to parents. Almost all

parents remarked on an ‘intensification’ in parenting compared to previous generations and

how the pressures of modern life, specifically technology, had increased parenting strain. 

We overthink things and we see
other people doing other things

and we never know which is
right or wrong. […] the older

generation, they didn't have the
internet and they didn't have all

this information (P25)
It's a case of am I a
good parent, am I
doing it right? (P8)

 

if you're not included at
the very start, what does
that say to you on how

important your role is as a
father … what does that

say to you about your role
as a parent? (FG2)

 

... you want to prove
‘I'm a good mammy’

(P47)
 

These feelings were also
evident for more vulnerable
groups, such as single
parents or those with
addiction issues,  who
often reported a sense of
shame and stigma in their
parenting role.

Parents of children with additional needs also
highlighted complexities in their role as parents.
These parents agreed that advocating for their child
was an important part of their parenting role, which
often led them to feel “isolated […and] battling, […]
Because you know, at home, you have to be the
parents, you have to put on the brave face, but
there is no outlet for parents” (P13).

The first year was difficult ...
you come here with your

values, with your traditions.
With your previous learning in

your country … even the
ground rules are different to be

honest with you. (P49)
 



Unsurprisingly, the vast majority of parents expressed a strong need for parenting support.
Parents commented feelings of uncertainty during the transition to parenthood and in the
face of evolving and new challenges over time. 

I think that parents of children
with disabilities, we're thrown

to the scrap heap almost,
we're an afterthought. (P31)

 

Parents overwhelmingly commented
on a general lack of resources and
supports for parents and families. 

Parents of children with additional
needs reported feeling unsupported in
promoting their children’s
development and wellbeing. The
emotional consequence of seeking
help among this group was often
described as hugely stressful and
demoralising. 

Parents’ expectations and need for support

Amongst more vulnerable parents, a
lack of support and resources was also
a significant concern. For example,
those parenting alone, living in areas of
high socioeconomic disadvantage, or
managing addiction issues, reported
being unaware of local support and
services, and faced ongoing
difficulties accessing support. 

The lack of mental health supports
was a significant concern among many
families, in particular where poor
service provision and long-waiting lists
were compounding existing mental
health difficulties among adults and
young people alike.

Overall, parents felt that the provision
of adequate, local, support could make
a significant difference in their lives. 

If I was in such a bad place, my son
isn't going to be happy [boy] he should
be. And if I had support for me, yeah,

then that isn’t going to affect my son. In
saying that I'm lucky that I have

services now and my pushed myself to
find the services. They were never

handed to me, they were never given.
(P3) 

 
 

… when this bomb explodes in
everyone's faces,[…] these kids, they

just need someone... they need
somewhere to go, you know. I'm
surprised that that's, that doesn't

happen but I'd really like that's
something I'd very much like to see

happen. (FG2)
 
 

The problems don't stop just
because they're not a baby

anymore. And what I
experienced with my first, I

didn't necessarily experience
with my second. (P27)

 



Understanding when and how parents seek help 
 can inform the development and implementation of
parenting supports. Above all, parents highlighted
family, friends and peer networks as a huge source
of support. Parents use of online support and
experiences of accessing formal parenting
services were also explored. 
 

Seeking support as a parent

Parent-to-Parent support

Parent-to-parent support was considered by

many as the first “port of call” when looking for

parenting assistance and help. This ‘informal’

support came from family, friends and

community networks. Some parents also

accessed peer network through local parenting

groups (e.g. breastfeeding support, community

groups) to help them in their parenting role. 

For parents of children with additional needs,

peer networks and groups were a vital support

mechanism, allowing parents to exchange

advice and information on supports. Fathers also noted that interacting

with other parents provided

reassurance and alleviated worries

and concerns. Yet peer support for

fathers was perceived as somewhat

harder to access due to gender

stereotypes, as well as a lack of

father-friendly/focused groups. 

More vulnerable parents, particularly

those with addiction issues and

immigrants were less likely to

identify peer or parent-to-parent

networks as a source of support.

This may be due to an absence of

such resources, and barriers to

engaging in community networks

(e.g. language barriers,

discrimination, stigma).

There are supports there you do have
to seek them out yourself and it can be

daunting heading along when you're
not from the area and trying to forge

friendships. Yet that time is your only
opportunity if you want a network.

(P23) 
 

I get support from... I have a small
group of moms that their kids in

my older child's class […] and we
will be huge support to each other

like we're on a group chat. (P1) 



Internet searching and use of social media

were frequently mentioned as a source of

parenting advice and information, although

many expressed a dislike/mistrust of online

information. Some described difficulties

finding trustworthy information online and of

being overwhelmed by the amount of

information. Migrant parents noted the

language and literacy barriers in accessing

online information.

Parents of children with additional needs

were also critical of online sources of

information, which were described as “ad-

hoc” and difficult to navigate.

Although parents remarked on the benefits

of connecting with others online, the

importance of selectively using social media

was also highlighted. A small number of

parents reported mixed or negative

experiences of online parent groups – for

example receiving poor advice,

misinformation, inconsistent or

contradictory advice from others, as well as

feelings of judgement and/or conflict with

other parents.

The online survey indicated that the majority of

parents were unaware whether parenting groups

or programmes were available in their local area.

Data shows that engagement was also mixed:

44% had not accessed any formal parenting

supports; 37% had accessed one or two formal

parenting supports; 19% had accessed three or

more services. 

The qualitative findings indicated that the

services and supports accessed by parents

included seminars, community-based groups

(e.g. breastfeeding groups), parenting

programmes, social welfare supports (e.g. care

allowance), primary and social care services (e.g.

PHN services, CAMHS, Tusla), as well as family

resource centres. Parents saw these supports

as an opportunity to gain new skills and practical,

non-judgmental advice. Peer support was widely

recommended as a valuable opportunity to talk

about parenting challenges and receive support

and encouragement. 

Nonetheless, the majority of parents reported

dissatisfaction with access routes into

parenting supports. Lengthy waitlists were

widely cited as problematic, particularly for

parents of children with additional needs and/or

mental health difficulties. Vulnerable parents

were also more likely to describe negative

experiences of formal supports, fears of

judgement and a reluctance to ask for help. A

general lack of awareness existed around how to

access parenting supports - many felt this was

dependent on luck, word of mouth or

perseverance.  

Formal supportsOnline supports

I wouldn’t have known to look
online. I would look at them if I

knew what website to look at. (P48)
 

Just go around in circles and
feeling worse, after an hour on the

internet. (P25)
 

There is a lot of information
that isn't easily found, or
information that you can

only find if you know about
it … (P31)

A lot of it is who you know
and how to get in there. Or
being the biggest pest on

the planet and ringing every
day until they give in (P39)

 



Challenges and barriers

Structural & practical barriers; and 
Personal/psychological barriers 

Understanding the factors that undermine participation in parenting and family support services
can help to inform service providers and policy makers in their efforts to provide accessible and
acceptable interventions. The findings reveal a number of key barriers to engagement in
parenting supports. These may be categorised as follows: 

1.
2.

Structural and Practical barriers

The availability of parenting supports was found to vary
according to setting. Parents living in cities were more
likely to report access to resources and supports.
However, not all urban parents reported ready access
to supports, and some highlighted poor availability and
limited social and recreational facilitates, particularly
for teenagers. Some disadvantaged parents remarked
on a shortage of supports for parenting teens, as well
as appropriate resources to cater to the social, mental
health and wellbeing needs of older children. 

Parents of children with additional needs were strongly
critical of the limited support in their localities,
especially around access to childcare and  schools.
These parents face unique challenges not just in caring
for their child, but in navigating a system which was
perceived as under-funded and uncoordinated. This
group typically felt unsupported and disempowered in
properly meeting their child’s needs and access to
services.

Work commitments were a significant
issue with many parents unable to
attend supports which were
predominately provided during
work/day times.
Competing demands on time
prevented some parents from
committing to a long-running
programme.
Other practical barriers included lack
of childcare or travel.

A number of practical factors were
identified as barriers to engagement.

I feel that it's hard when
you're working full time and
it's just not as easy to get

involved because
everything's on during the

week  (P7)
 

...trying to get that support, like
it was awful, like banging your

head off a brick wall. So, we
definitely would have needed

more support... (P1)



Psychological and Personal Barriers 

Stigma

Perceptions of stigma or fear of being labelled as a “bad

parent” emerged as a significant barrier. For some,

particularly those living in rural settings, the perceived

judgement from other parents was raised as a concern,

whilst more vulnerable parents highlighted mistrust in

health and social care services.

Complex needs

Findings from a small group of highly vulnerable parents

with complex needs revealed barriers to engagement

with parent and family support services. These parents

expressed a lack of confidence and a sense of isolation,

which was often compounded by limited support from

friends and family. In addition, being a parent in addiction

carried an enormous sense of stigma and fear.

Barriers relating to gender also emerged, most notably

the lack of father-focused resources and the perceived

exclusion of fathers from attending predominately

female-oriented healthcare services and supports. The

vast majority of participating fathers commented on an

absence of support or even recognition of fathers,

particularly in health care settings. Poor confidence and

feelings of inadequacy were also highlighted as barriers

to fathers’ engagement in services, especially for teen

dads and single fathers.

Gender 

Social and cultural barriers 

Cultural expectations, particularly differences in

parenting practices, were found to minimise

engagement in formal supports. Additional barriers for

migrant parents included mental health difficulties, lack

of childcare/family support, language barriers and

stigma.

Barriers to accessing support are multi-layered. Poor visibility of supports,

inaccessible services and fragmented provisions, in addition to structural and

personal barriers are likely to interact and influence parent engagement.

There probably is a bit of a
stigma attached to doing certain

things like no one will bat an
eyelid if you are doing baby

massage, but if you said that
you're doing [a parenting

programme] … some people see
that as a bit of a flaw (P16)

 

 ...women who are, you know, in
addiction and who have children 

 ... they're so stuck, they think
there's no way out. But there is a
way out and there are supports if
you are lucky enough to access

them. (P36)
 

… some of the dads, we will
tell you that even when they go
for scans, and they're not even
looked at barely. …  They just

don't feel supported in that
role at all. … (FG2)

 

when you communicate with other
parents … they have good

English, but still the
comprehension, when you speak
to them should be like in slow and

not very quick, because you
should look for their
understanding. (P49)

 



Support across all developmental stages

Parents’ preferences and recommendations in relation to service provisions are outlined

below. 

Accessible, streamlined and trustworthy services

Accessible and timely service provision with wider opening hours (weekends,

evenings) was a fundamental priority. 

Many parents, but particularly parents of children with additional needs, suggested the

need to develop a “one-stop shop” providing advice and support service, and

signposting parents to a range of supports including social welfare, educational

supports, parenting programmes and psychological and counselling services. 

A drop-in service or parenting group would also be beneficial where parents could

access a parenting support mentor/support group. Overall, the need for an

“interactive” (rather than static) information service was highlighted, enabling

parents to access personalised and localised advice and support.

The delivery of supports by trusted personnel was a priority for parents, especially

more vulnerable parents. Parents valued  a non-judgemental approach to parenting

support with an emphasis on more practical guidance and advice. 

Increased involvement of parents in the delivery of supports and services was also

suggested, whilst the benefits of group-based supports (support, advice,

encouragement, network development) were also emphasised. 

Preferences and recommendations
for parenting supports

The early years, including the transition to parenthood, were identified as a key

developmental period. Preferred supports identified during this period were centred on

promoting knowledge and skills, and accessing local supportive networks. 

Many parents stressed the need for ongoing parental support from middle childhood

through to the teenage years particularly in light of the bullying issues, as well as

technology and mental health concerns among older children. 

A need for increased resources for mental health supports for teenagers was

identified as a pressing concern.



Additional needs 

Targeted supports

Parents of children with additional needs placed a strong emphasis reduced waiting

lists, early intervention, joined up service delivery, and the provision of streamlined

information on a range of issues such as allowance entitlements, service availability and

supports. The provision of a coordinated service providing access to localised, tailored

information was highlighted as a priority. 

Migrant parents

Language and cultural traditions need to be considered when supporting migrant parents. A
greater understanding of how cultural traditions and practices (including disciplining
techniques) shape and influence parenting is needed and may be addressed by co-
facilitation by migrant parents of parenting supports, delivering programmes in native
languages and/or translating programme materials. Additionally, given the considerable
negative effects of trauma, asylum seekers/refugee families should be provided access to
timely and appropriate parenting and mental health supports.

A need for greater recognition and support for fathers

was emphasised. Inclusion of fathers in healthcare and

educational settings was a priority, whilst the

development of father-inclusive/father-only supports

were seen as important in facilitating fathers to take a

more active, and participatory, role in their children’s

lives. Recommendations included information leaflets

for fathers in a healthcare/hospital setting, father

focused/friendly courses and workshops/classes

delivered (or co-facilitated) by fathers. 

Fathers 

Parents with multiple and complex needs 

Recommendations for improving engagement with vulnerable/minority parent groups
include improved provisions of childcare supports and delivery of services in accessible,
non-stigmatising, community-based settings. The provision of more informal, drop-in
services and the co-facilitation of supports by personnel who are perceived as relatable
and trustworthy were also seen as important in improving participation and engagement.
Mental health support for vulnerable parents, as well as teenagers, and improved
recreational facilities for older children were also a main area of concern for this group.       



There were mixed findings in relation to how parenting/parent supports should be

communicated and advertised. 

Parents noted ongoing difficulties engaging and empowering parents and the majority

felt it was crucial to normalise parenting supports. Some parents suggested “hooking”

parents with a specific topic. Indeed, many viewed the term 'support' pejoratively and as

lacking appeal. 

For some, “training” and “education” were viewed positively and as associated with

upskilling and learning; yet others felt the term “support” was seen as more positively

focused. 

Overall, parents emphasised that services should be communicated in a manner which

could help parents feel comfortable in seeking out support and advice. 

Increasing the appeal of parenting supports 

I suppose the main thing is to make
sure that they feel no shame in going

for help because it's not a failure. I
think everyone struggles as a parent
and that needs to be reiterated - no

shame in it. You're not failing and it's
not that you're doing the wrong thing.

You need a bit of support. (P23)

I don't need support in parenting
 my child […] this is something that 

is going to tell you what to do. 
I’m the kind of person that I do 

it my own way anyway. (P4)

Support is good - no matter
where it comes from or what it’s

for. I wouldn't see it as a negative
thing, if somebody says to me,

‘I'm getting parenting support’, I
say ‘Good for you. What are you

doing?’ (P1)



Recommendations

Wider availability and a greater
awareness of parenting services is
required to normalise the need for
parenting support, promote engagement
and facilitate access.
A continuum of supports to cover all
stages of the child’s life is needed, with
greater focus on guidance and advice for
parents of older children, from middle
childhood to teenage years.
Fragmented service provision and lack of
information limits access to parenting
resources. A one-stop shop/parenting
hub is recommended to coordinate
parenting information and available
services/supports on a local/regional basis.
An interactive information service would
be hugely beneficial (as opposed to a static
website) with the option to communicate
with a local parenting advisor via telephone,
mobile (text) or online platforms).  
Increased provision of group-based peer
supports appropriate to age (e.g. parent
groups 0 – 3 years; 4 – 6 years, etc).
Greater awareness in healthcare
professionals and community settings of
fathers’ support needs from pregnancy to
post-birth. These stakeholders can play a
vital role in encouraging fathers’
participation in parent support. Fathers-
only support groups are also recommended
for dads, especially those who are
parenting alone, co-parenting or teen dads.

This consultation involved a diverse range of participants and revealed a multitude of

perspectives and preferences in relation to help-seeking, the appeal of existing support and

what is needed to enhance awareness of parenting supports. Parents welcomed an

opportunity to have their voice heard, and the findings can help to inform policy and service

developments.

Increased availability of a coordinated
support system for parents and children
with additional needs. 
Increased capacity for holistic, family-
focused supports for vulnerable groups,
with greater investment in mental health
supports for both parents and children; 
Diversity in relation to family
composition should be recognised.
Separated parents expressed a strong
need for supports which promote and
enable their active involvement in
parenting; 
Programmes that are culturally
sensitive towards the needs of
immigrant families are necessary.
Approaches should also be informed by
the impact of adverse childhood
experiences (ACEs), the effects of
trauma and psychological distress
experienced pre-migration. 
Services for parents with complex needs
should be provided in accessible and
community-based locations. Trusting 
 relationships with service providers are
vital for recruitment and ongoing
engagement of parents with more
complex needs. Greater access to
childcare support for more at-risk
parents will facilitate engagement. Peer-
led support may also act as a useful
point of engagement for more vulnerable
parents.



Further exploration of the needs of more marginalised families, including those from
diverse backgrounds and with more complex needs (i.e. mental health and addiction
issues) is required to understand the factors which influence the acceptability,
relevance and effectiveness of parent and family support services.
Parents of children with additional needs expressed frustration with existing
information supports and services. There is a need to explore how supports can be
best tailored to meet the needs of children with additional needs and their families.
Fathers, particularly separated fathers, are often underrepresented and greater
attention should be paid to developing supports which better engage fathers.
Accessibility, and communication of, parent services and supports was a key
finding from this report. Knowledge translation and dissemination practices should
be further explored to gain a better understanding of what works best in informing,
and engaging, parents with supports.
The consultation has highlighted numerous barriers to engagement similarly
identified in existing literature. However, it also sheds light on motivation to engage
with supports, e.g. opportunities for developing skills and knowledge, and creating a
support network. Engagement strategies should focus on overcoming barriers and
addressing facilitators to gain a better understanding of the processes underlying
parent engagement and enhance uptake of services and supports.

Understanding how and why parents seek and engage with parenting supports is
necessary to ensure that programmes and supports meet the varying needs of families
throughout the child's life. Moreover, a collaborative, participatory approach to working
with parents is important if uptake of parenting support is to be improved.

Further avenues for research and exploration are proposed below:

Conclusions
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