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Strong working relationships have been 
forged with staff from adult education 
services, Army Welfare Services and Unit 
Welfare Officers, children’s centres, children’s 
services, Improving Access to Psychological 
Therapies in Catterick, schools, the Targeted 
Youth Support service and voluntary 
organisations and with community midwives, 
health visitors and school nurses .

During the first year of the project, 
partnership work was agreed with the 
garrison commander and senior officers 
from North Yorkshire County Council and 
the NHS.  Partner agencies have asked 
our volunteers to join a panel to review 
maternity services and consulted them 
about strategies for reaching marginalised 
young parents. The NHS Partnership 
Commissioning Unit recently involved our 
volunteers in the selection of the new 
head of Children, Young People and 
Maternity Services.

A careful, gradual recruitment process 
As local project manager I run workshops for 
potential new volunteers and invite them to 
attend events with active peer supporters 
over a period of several weeks. This allows 
them to learn about the demands that 
the role will place on them. It also gives 
us time to identify their experiences and 
qualities and assess their readiness for 
the opportunity. This process has been 
invaluable in training people who are well-
suited and fully committed to the role.

Training the volunteers
The 30-hour training course, facilitated by 
NCT practitioner trainers, leads to a level 
2 award from the Open College Network 
and equips the volunteers to provide face-
to-face emotional support to individual 
parents from their own community who are 
grappling with all-too-familiar problems.

The training focuses on the importance of 
confidentiality, empathy and genuineness 
in gaining parents’ trust. They become 
skilled listeners and try out tools and 
techniques that they can use to help 
parents talk about what is troubling them. 
They learn how to give the right kind of 
encouragement and help parents find 
the confidence to make decisions for 
themselves. The framework for the course 
is the Department of Health’s Preparation 
for Birth and Beyond programme with its 
focus on the developing baby,  changes and 
challenges for parents, caring for babies, 
parents’ health and wellbeing and sources 
of support.2 The volunteers learn when 
and how to offer information, including 
signposting to additional resources and to 
community and professional services.

‘When you’re young you’re judged and 
stereotyped. People say, “This is what happens 
when kids have kids.” People belittling you, 
alarming you, taking over, making you believe 
you’re not good enough, until you question 
yourself, have no confidence. You’re scared of 
asking for help in case they think you can’t cope 
and your child is taken off you.’

This is a quote from young mothers involved in 
the Birth and Beyond Community Supporters 
(BBCS) project in North Yorkshire, and it 
highlights the need for empathic peer support. 
NCT is now two years into a three-year 
project funded by the Health and Social Care 
Volunteering Fund to develop and evaluate the 
training of peer supporters and the services 
they deliver to parents in four areas: North 
Yorkshire, East Lancashire, Humberside and 
the West Midlands. In North Yorkshire, the 
focus for this article, we have carried out 
community outreach work with parents from 
local neighbourhoods to find out about the 
experiences, feelings and day-to-day challenges 
faced by young parents, particularly those from 
military families. The needs expressed by these 
parents have helped to shape the development 
of the project. One of its greatest strengths is 
the continuing community involvement.

A new model of peer support
By September 2013, 43 volunteers had 
been recruited to the project in North 
Yorkshire. Of these, 23 had completed a 
peer supporter training course and begun 
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you’ve come 
along’: NCT’s 
peer support 
for military 
families and their 
neighbours in 
North Yorkshire

supporting parents. When the remaining 20 
volunteers are ready later this year, they too 
will be working with local families. The project 
aims to ensure that disadvantaged women 
have more positive experiences during the 
transition to motherhood so that they enjoy 
better health and wellbeing, with greater 
confidence and a positive sense of agency. We 
aim to develop a new, sustainable model of 
perinatal peer support that will complement 
the work done by health professionals 
and signpost families with young children 
to relevant services. NCT is carrying out a 
detailed evaluation, with advice from the 
Charities Evaluation Service, and is exploring 
ways to continue to offer the service once 
project funding comes to an end.

A recent report from Scotland explored 
parents’ attitudes towards seeking 
professional support and found that one in 
five parents find it difficult to ask people for 
help or advice unless they know them really 
well.1 Younger parents, single parents, and 
those with lower levels of education and 
income were less comfortable about seeking 
support from professionals and more likely 
to believe that professionals would interfere 
and that seeking professional help would be 
stigmatising. These findings are consistent 
with experiences of parents involved with 
the BBCS project.

At the Army garrison in Catterick North 
Yorkshire, our trained volunteers have 
written a collective account of their journeys 
to becoming Birth and Beyond Community 
Supporters. In it they talk about the kinds of 
experiences that they and the parents they 
support have in common:

‘It only takes one bad experience with a 
professional, with your partner, boyfriend, 
husband, with a friend, with people in the 
community, with people from the same 
regiment, when you’re feeling worried, weak 
or ill to knock your confidence.’

‘You feel afraid, anxious, lonely, isolated. 
You don’t have enough money. You’re 
separated from your partner, separated from 
your family, or separated from your child. 
You’re a lone parent. You’re moving all the 
time, not able to settle anywhere. And you 
have to cope with debt, eviction, gossip 
and rumours, conflict, violence, emotional 
abuse, relationship breakdown, depression, 
addiction, eating disorders.’

The motivation for those volunteers to join 
the project is summed up in one sentence: 

‘Because we know how hard it can be 
we want other parents to have the help 
we got – or never had.’

Viv Schwartzberg, local project 
manager, NCT Birth and Beyond 
Community Supporters project, 
looks at how NCT supported new 
parents in military families.
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Supporting volunteers
Each community supporter has a monthly 
supervision session with their trainer and 
me, and I co-facilitate regular group support 
sessions for the volunteers. We have open 
support sessions each week, so that volunteers 
can come along whenever they want to speak 
with me or meet each other to debrief after 
support sessions, have informal conversations 
or plan activities. Social events are arranged to 
bring all the volunteers together. 

Support for grandparents
Growing up in Scotland also highlights the 
extent to which single parents rely on the 
support of grandparents and how this often 
falls on one individual.1 This resonates with our 
experience. One lone parent who lives with 
her mother has said that our decision to offer 
both of them a Birth and Beyond Community 
Supporter has transformed the situation. 
Speaking to me, the grandmother said, ‘I was 
dumbfounded that I could have support too – 
can’t believe it! It might really help both of us.’ 

Impact on volunteers, parents and families
The trained volunteers, in a written account, say, 
‘We’ve learned the skills to use our experiences. 
Learned about ourselves, built the confidence, 
and got the support we need to support other 
parents as they face their challenges. It’s difficult 
but exciting and rewarding seeing someone 
blossom because of what you’ve done and [we 
are] still learning and growing as we go along.’

Members of the first team of volunteers have 
progressed in ways they previously thought 
were beyond their reach, winning places 
on access and degree courses and getting 
satisfying paid work. When a national company 
offered her a contract Ashleigh said, ‘This is my 
dream job!’

In the few months since the first teams of 
volunteers became ready to offer support,

Reaching the parents who need support
Our volunteers run three types of group 
activities for parents. ‘Take a break, share the 
load’ sessions are for parents to enjoy while 
their children play in the same room. They are 
facilitated so that everyone feels included. ‘Just 
between us’ sessions are for parents who want 
to share experiences and talk about issues. ‘Let’s 
get together’ sessions are themed events for 
families focusing on arts and physical activity. 
Parents’ first contact with the project can 
therefore be social and need not involve having 
to ask for ‘support’. Parents who prefer a private 
introduction and one-to-one support can use 
our group activities as part of the confidence-
building process or as preparation for becoming 
a volunteer themselves when they no longer 
need support.

The volunteers help to design leaflets and 
contribute to presentations and events. As they 
become more experienced they help to plan 
and lead outreach activities and workshops 
for professionals and local residents. They take 
responsibility for contact with partner agencies 
and making regular visits to community 
locations that parents use in their daily lives.

Gender and ethnic diversity
We are working hard to ensure that our growing 
volunteer workforce reflects the different 
experience of parents who live on the base and 
in local neighbourhoods. For example, while we 
know that fathers are benefiting indirectly from 
the support we are offering, until recently the 
volunteers were all female. Now we are pleased 
to have our first male recruits. Their personal 
experiences of becoming fathers while being 
serving soldiers will be an invaluable asset. 

The garrison is home to a number of Fijian 
families and our next team of trainees will 
include Fijian mothers. Their presence and 
contribution will enrich the experience of all 
volunteers and the service that we offer.

14 parents have been referred. The first 
seven have told us what it is like having a Birth 
and Beyond Community Supporter and the 
feedback has been positive. Examples include:

‘I can talk to her without feeling bad.’

‘My peer supporter made me feel “not stupid” 
for how I was feeling.’

‘It takes the pressure away for an hour a week.’ 

‘It has been such a comfort knowing that there 
is someone there at one place…and someone to 
get in touch when I feel like I’m really struggling. 
To know that someone understands and won’t 
judge or gossip means a lot. Felt relieved to 
know that I’m not alone, the kindness and 
understanding that was shown made me feel 
like I could breathe again.’

It is still early days in terms of evaluating the 
impact of the support provided, but mothers 
comment on increased confidence and 
developing coping strategies: 

‘My Birth and Beyond Community Supporter has 
helped my self-confidence loads and helping 
me get past my anxiety issues. I feel like I’ve 
changed lots in myself since I’ve been meeting 
with her.’

‘She listens and tries to help me to feel better, 
gives me ideas about what I can do to help 
myself feel better – like talking to my dad 
about how I feel, going to groups to build my 
confidence... She doesn’t tell me what to do or 
push me into anything, she just says maybe I 
can think about different things I could do.’

Two particular comments express how 
important the peer support is for parents from 
our target communities and the difference it 
can make:

‘Thank God you’ve come along, because we’re 
at rock bottom. You feel like you’re going to 
crack up.’

‘Having support from her has made quite a lot of 
difference…I don’t feel lonely any more.’
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