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Parents should be able to meet other parents and get support from one another to 
establish social support networks and make friends. The infrastructure of local social 
and family support services should value the role of mutual support and provide 
opportunities for mutual support at the heart of the local community for parents. 
Support should be given to ensuring that the voluntary sector in local communities 
can provide a supportive infrastructure for parents.

The NCT wants all parents-to-be and new parents to feel prepared and supported as 
they make the transition to parenthood. Parents who join a group, drop-in or class 
during pregnancy have ready-made contacts and support, helping to reduce the 
risks of feeling lonely, isolated and depressed after having a baby. Evidence supports 
the view that informal social support can help people negotiate stressful experiences 
such as childbirth and parenting. Parent mutual self-help support groups have a 
key role to play in strengthening families. Through group participation, parents can 
access information and support which helps them to find ways to deal with stresses 
and challenges in their new role.

Support groups are logistically versatile, because they can be offered in conjunction 
with other programmes that focus on the prevention of child abuse and neglect, and 
implementation costs can be low. Allowing the opportunity for parents to form their 
own networks also allows for specific needs to be met, including relationships to be 
developed with peers and those in similar situations, for example younger parents, 
lone parents, fathers and parents of disabled children.

A parent support group led by the parents themselves is different from one led by 
a professional worker. In a parent-led group there is often greater commitment; 
parents become more involved in the group and have a sense of ownership. 
Involvement helps build the confidence of parents, by achieving successes, helping 
others and developing new skills. Parents may also feel that they have more chances 
to influence service provision in their ‘own’ group. The greater confidence gained 
in a parent-led group can help them to develop the co-ordinated and determined 
approach they need to influence local services.1 In addition, parent support groups 
have been shown to be effective as a prevention tool in primary mental health2 and 
to promote protective factors and reduce risk factors, thus helping to strengthen 
families and protect children.3

• In response to an NCT project to train local women in peer support around 
breastfeeding, new mothers said that they ‘much appreciated being part of a 
supportive community group … the mothers felt more confident about breastfeeding 
and less vulnerable to self-doubt and being undermined by other people’.4

• For teenage parents, appropriate services include the opportunity to access 
antenatal and postnatal groups specifically for teenagers, and teenage breastfeeding 
peer support. These services should be offered in an accessible venue near - or 
co-located with - another service valued by young people. A recommendation 
from a teenage pregnancy specialist midwife was to allocate time ‘specifically for 
young fathers to get together informally to discuss their fears, concerns, excitement 
about the pregnancy, adapting to becoming a father, as well as their experiences of 
maternity services to date.”5,6
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• The ‘Da’ Young Fathers Project in Northern Ireland has helped young fathers 
get in touch with one another, as well as offering other sources of help. One young 
man who used the service said: ‘I am a different person now, I am confident with my 
daughter and myself. I also enjoy the time with the other young fathers …and I am 
happy to share my story with the new fathers’.7 

• Parents of disabled children or parents who are disabled themselves may 
especially appreciate support to get in touch with others with similar concerns. One 
user said: ‘I found out from Disabled Parents Network that there was a group in my 
area who meet once a month. It was really great to find out that there were people 
locally who already knew about what was available in the area.’8

By being involved in support groups and networking opportunities, parents develop 
relationships in their communities, which connect them to the services they need to 
support their family effectively themselves. Mutual support groups are considered to 
be most effective in meeting a need for adult social contact where parents can share 
common experiences. This helps them feel less alone and feel more positive about 
their role.
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