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Championing peer support 
In London’s Queen’s Park and Old Oak areas, 
‘Maternity Champion’ volunteers are supporting 
local families, helped by NCT’s Birth and Beyond 
Community Peer Support training.  It is not only the 
parents who benefit — the volunteers have also 
experienced very positive outcomes, reports Vanita 
Bhavnani, Senior Research and Evaluation Officer.
The Queen’s Park and Old Oak areas of London are among the capital’s 
most deprived wards, with more than 50% social housing. They have a 
concentration of social problems, for example child poverty and domestic 
abuse, particularly around the Mozart Estate in Queen’s Park. And both areas 
have a large number of immigrant residents, mostly from Africa (including 
Somalia and Eritrea), the Middle East (including Syria) and South Asia 
(including Bangladesh).1,2 A consultation with local residents highlighted, 
among other issues, the need for guided support for parents, many of whom 
felt isolated or had experienced difficulties with accessing maternity and 
other services due to language barriers, lack of knowledge or unfamiliarity 
with the healthcare system. 

‘There are a lot 
of cultural and 
language barriers. A 
lot of people are not 
aware of what the 
best advice is, so the 
work of the Maternity 
Champions is to raise 
awareness about 
maternity services, 
eating, exercise, 
dental health.’ 

Ted Flanagan, PDT 
Senior Manager 
for Community 
Programmes

Contents >>



In response to the consultation, the Paddington Development Trust (PDT) 
and Old Oak Community and Children’s Centre began a joint two-year pilot 
trial of a group of Maternity Champion volunteers, with the aim of providing 
guided peer-to-peer support: signposting to antenatal and postnatal services 
and creating opportunities for local parents to meet and bond so that 
they felt less isolated. The pilot was funded by Tri-borough Public Health (a 
partnership between Westminster City Council, Hammersmith and Fulham 
Borough Council and Kensington and Chelsea Borough Council), as part of 
their commitment to early intervention and supporting ‘the best start in life’. 

NCT Birth and Beyond Community Support 
(BBCS) training
The NCT BBCS training and model of service delivery was developed during 
a large-scale pilot in four areas of England in 2011-2014 and was specifically 
designed to engage with, and support, families who are vulnerable or who 
are from communities that experience exclusion.3  The 30-hour course, 
facilitated by a NCT practitioner-trainer, leads to a Level 2 award from 
the Open College Network and trains volunteers to offer empathy and 
encouragement to parents. Volunteers also learn about local support services 
to which they can signpost parents confidently. They develop listening skills 
and focus on the importance of maintaining confidentiality and boundaries 
when providing support. 

PDT was keen to develop a skilled cohort of Maternity Champion volunteers 
specialising in providing peer support for pregnant and new parents during 
the perinatal period, and saw that NCT BBCS training suited well their vision 
and wider aim of focusing on early intervention as a means of tackling health 
inequalities.  According to Ted Flanagan, PDT Senior Manager for Community 
Programmes, PDT had the team of Maternity Champions on the ground, 
and links with Children’s Centres, but no expertise on maternity support. He 
reported, ‘the fit with BBCS training was perfect.’

Training of Maternity Champions 
Eleven Maternity Champions completed the NCT training. All were mothers 
themselves living in the Queen’s Park and Old Oak communities.  They 
were between 27 and 56 years of age and came from a variety of ethnic 
backgrounds: Black or Black British, Arab, Asian and White British.  Carmella 
Obinyan, the Coordinator for Maternity Champions in Old Oak, describes many 
of the Maternity Champions as having come from ‘hard-to-reach’ communities.  

‘Maternity Champions come from the community. Some of them are 
hard-to-reach women themselves. We define them as women who did 
not finish their education, isolated or young mums who don’t have a lot 
of confidence.  Some have had social services involvement around their 
children and some are living at home with their parents because they don’t 
have access to housing.’

Carmella Obinyan

‘A lot of women are 
taken away from all 
the family support. 
We had a woman 
who had just moved 
into the area and she 
didn’t know where the 
health centre was.’

Carmella Obinyan, 
Project Coordinator, 
Old Oak

‘There was no specific 
training package. 
We would bring 
in experts to give 
talks for example on 
postnatal depression, 
weaning… but we 
needed something 
bespoke around 
working with 
parents.’ 

Emma Sweeney, 
PDT Project 
Coordinator



Impact of the training 
The Maternity Champions were highly motivated and wanted to undergo the 
training in order to help parents in their community and help themselves 
to progress to further study or paid employment.  All Maternity Champions 
described their training as either good or excellent. They valued the 
interactive nature of the course and the skills of NCT trainer Isabelle Karimov.  
One said, ’I really enjoyed the course. I felt engaged and switched on. It 
was very enlightening on many levels.  The trainer was good, patient and 
supportive.’     

This comment reflects the tone and content of most other feedback; there 
was very little negative feedback. Some Maternity Champions did, however, 
say that they would have liked the training to last longer, and found the task 
of completing OCN workbooks to be repetitive and onerous.   

The BBCS training has also resulted in a number of positive benefits for the 
Maternity Champions, both in being able to support parents more effectively 
and personal development.

Understanding the peer support role 
NCT’s evaluation showed that the BBCS training has made a big difference 
to the Maternity Champions’ understanding of the peer support role, and 
their knowledge and skills.  In particular, all eleven Maternity Champions said 
that they understood better the need to listen and not talk about their own 
experiences, the importance of providing information rather than advice, how 
to maintain boundaries during support, and the importance of building trust 
through confidentiality.

Confidence in supporting parents
The key impact of the BBCS training has been to raise the Maternity 
Champions’ confidence in supporting parents.  All felt more ready and 
confident to provide support. Several commented on how the training has 
helped them relate better to parents and to feel more confident in extending 
support to dads and other family members. 

‘Learning the knowledge makes you feel better about everything as it 
covered not just the mum but the father and extended family.’

‘I have learned techniques to be able to be openly attentive whilst listening 
e.g.  friendly nodding gestures to acknowledge what is being said, good 
eye contact, attention to detail, showing mindfulness, empathy, using 
supportive language and all the time reassuring and giving comfort and 
information. I learnt that we can encourage trust through confidentiality.’ 

Maternity Champion 

‘Watching the girls, I can see a big difference, the way they interact with 
people now… they approach women with empathy, listening and not 
feeling they have to have all the answers. They are more confident.’ 

Emma Sweeney – PDT Project Coordinator at Queens Park

’We learnt so much 
that was new… 
instead of giving 
advice we gave 
information.’ 

Maternity Champion



Personal development 
Maternity Champions have also progressed in other ways: three have 
won places on access-to-midwifery courses; four have undertaken NCT 
Breastfeeding Peer Support training and are supporting mothers on postnatal 
wards at Queen Charlotte’s Hospital and St Mary’s Hospital, London; another 
six are on the waiting list for this training; one Maternity Champion is now in 
paid employment at a Queen’s Park Children’s Centre. For others, the training 
has motivated them to think about future training.

 ‘It’s given me the incentive to think about what I want to do for myself. It’s 
opened more doors, so I could consider midwifery or nursing and more 
studying. It has given me a vision about what you can do for yourself.’  

Impact on parents 
Parents have benefited considerably in both Queen’s Park and Old Oak. 
Maternity Champions have supported parents at a postnatal drop-in group 
and a baby weighing clinic, and informally as part of their daily lives. More 
support activities are planned in order to reach a larger number of pregnant 
parents.

It is too early to know the full impact that the support of Maternity 
Champions has achieved but 26 parents, including mothers and fathers 
attending a Queen’s Park drop-in group supported by Maternity Champions, 
have given positive feedback, with indications that parents enjoy the group 
and having contact with the Maternity Champions. The majority 92% (n=24) 
report that they have benefited from contact with the Maternity Champions, 
that they were good at listening (96%) and understanding (91%). They feel 
more confident and reassured about parenting, less isolated and more 
positive (85%).  A large proportion of parents (80%) also reported that the 
Maternity Champions have helped them to access relevant local services. 
Several comments made by parents include:  

’All the Maternity Champions are good. When you come here they know your 
name and are really welcoming. They offer you tea and coffee and we’ve not 
had that before anywhere else. This is the most attended compared to other 
places locally.’ 

Dad



‘I feel a lot more confident and a better parent because [of hearing] different 
points of views from other people. Obviously the Maternity Champions are 
trained, so I get more information.’ 

‘I was lonely and low but once I started coming here, it made a difference. 
At first it was hard to come here because [the baby] wasn’t sleeping. I didn’t 
know anyone in the area, I had just moved and now because of this group 
and talking other mums and the Maternity Champions, I make sure I come. 
They recognise you and take an interest in you and the baby, and you can 
talk and get help.’ 

‘Here, no one is going to judge you and now I feel confident about being a 
parent. When I first had my son, the professionals made all the decisions and 
I was being told how to feed my baby but when I came here, they said to do 
what’s best for you and your child and you feel like you have the leading role 
and I feel I have a say as a parent.’ 

‘When I was concerned about breastfeeding, [the Maternity Champions] gave 
me leaflets and encouraged me to keep going.’

PDT and the Old Oak Community and Children’s Centre hope that further 
funding will be obtained so as to continue this valuable service beyond 2016.
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