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28 March 2002

To: Report No: Chairman & Each Member
Mid Western Health Board Item No   on Agenda

Report for Meeting of the Board to be held on the 12th April, 2002

Summary Report on 
‘Investing in Parenthood: To achieve the best health for children’.

The Supporting Parents’ Strategy

Dear Member,

Introduction
Investing in Parenthood was launched in February 2002. 

The purpose of the Strategy is to identify a strategic approach to supporting parents in order to
achieve best health for children. It seeks to support, reinforce and assist the implementation of
relevant aspects of existing national strategies that pertain to supporting parents.  The
Supporting Parents sub-committee of the National Conjoint Children’s Health Committee
developed the strategy. The sub-committee organised consultations with parents and
commissioned two academic reviews.  These reviews examined

• An international overview of parent support
• Whether universal supports for families are effective and efficient.

Vision and Principles
The strategic vision adopted is of a society in which children have the right to be cared for by
people who are supported in the role of parenthood.  Parenthood is defined as “An activity and a
stage of life in which an individual is in a primary care giving role with rights and responsibilities
in the upbringing and development of a child or children.” Parents, are defined as “all individuals
who have parenting responsibilities for a child or children.”  This includes people parenting



children, including natural and adoptive parents, living with or away from their children, foster
parents, carers in residential homes, sibling carers, other family members caring for children.

The principles of ‘Investing in Parenthood’ are:
• Make the rights and well-being of children a priority.
• View parents as the key to a child’s health and well-being.
• View parents as experts.
• Support parents as individuals.
• Facilitate access to supports
• Build on what is there.
• Develop a partnership approach.
• Work on an interagency, interdepartmental basis.
• Plan in a locally responsive way.

Current Issues
The report examines the current status of children in Ireland.  One third of the population is
under 18 years.  There are over 50,000 births annually in this country. 

Poverty, educational disadvantage, housing and environment, play and leisure facilities, were
seen as the key influences in children’s health.  

International literature, points to a convergence in relation to the need for parent support in
particular the need to focus on early childhood development and on the importance of the
community development approach.  

Messages from Parents
Some of the key messages from parents consulted during the process included the need for, 

• information on health and child related topics, 
• support at the antenatal and postnatal stage.  
• quality childcare provision, in particular, crèches
• services to be family friendly and better resourced
• the inclusion of parents as partners in planning and consultation 
• more play areas.  

Income support measures, housing provision and facilitating of access to health care and
education were the routes named by parents to ensure adequate living standards. 

Current Activity
The report outlines the current activity in parent support services in Ireland and it refers to six
different stages of support.

1. Preparation for parenthood.  This refers to the period when young people are provided
with skills to prepare them for the possibility of parenthood in the future

2. Antenatal care and education.  
3. Peri-natal, care and early postnatal care.  
4. Early Childhood Care and Education.
5. Home Visiting:  This includes home visiting by Public health Nurses, community

programmes, such as Community Mothers, Lifestart, Home start, home-school
community liaison at primary and post primary stages.



6. Training and Development for Parents:  This includes training for parents at all stages,
from pre-school, to primary care, to adolescence.  There are specific types of support
targeted at particular groups.  

Main Messages of Strategy
The strategy calls for:

• Universal and targeted support for parents.
• Multi-agency and cross-departmental working
• People-centred and community development approaches
• Promotion of children’s rights.

The strategy recommends that in promoting their children’s health, all parents will have access
to:

1. Lifelong learning and preparation for parenthood.
2. Appropriate and accessible information.
3. Locally available and affordable childcare and pre-school education

services.
4. Quality care and support services.
5. Parent representation and opportunities for involvement in service

planning, development, delivery and evaluation.
6. A society and environment that is family friendly.

Proposed Structures
The strategy advocates the following proposed structure for supporting parents.  

At National Level
1. A multi-agency Task Force be set up to advise on the implementation of the strategy.  It

recommends  that the Task Force should report within a 12-month period. 
2. A National Advisory Committee on Supporting Parents should be established to oversee

the development of structures and the implementation of the strategy.   The Task Force
should advise on location and terms of reference for the Committee.  Membership of the
Advisory Committee should include Best Health for Children, the Family Affairs Unit of
the Dept. of Social, Community and Family Affairs, The National Children’s Office,
relevant government departments, parent and children representatives and relevant non
statutory organisations.

3. A National Co-ordinator for Supporting Parents and a support team accountable to the
chair of the National Advisory Committee on Supporting Parents should be established.

At County/City Level
1. County/city children’s’ committees should be set up to co-ordinate current working with

individual departments, e.g. childcare, child protection, juvenile justice.  This committee
should be linked into the County/City Development Board structure.

2. County/city Advisory Committee on Supporting Parents should be established and be
supported by the National Advisory Committee and should be attached to structures
emanating from the County/City Development Boards, the County Childcare committees
and the implementation of the National Children’s strategy as well as being linked into the
County Children’s committee, previously mentioned.

3. A County Developmental Officer and Support team accountable to the chair of the
County/ City Advisory Committee should be appointed to carry out the executive



functions on this committee.  The roles and tasks to be assigned at County and City level
include:
• Development and Co-ordination of supports for parents at the County and City level

across the departments and agencies.
• County/ City level assessment of the need for services that support children and their

families within their communities.  
• Co-ordination of service agreements
• Seed funding of some service developments
• Co-ordination of home visiting programmes.
• Liaison/ co-ordination between key agencies.
• Capacity building for agencies and working with parents in the development of

consultation, involvement and representation mechanisms.
• Monitor implementation of strategy on the ground.

The Strategy concludes 

‘The types of supports for parents in a community will be decided by that community, in
conjunction with voluntary and statutory service providers working in that area.  These
supports will be based on the needs of the area, current services and development plans.
There will be national level funding, direction and monitoring.

Commissioned Documents
The Two documents commissioned to assist the development of the strategy were

• ‘Parent Support: An International Overview’
• ‘Are Universal Supports for Families Effective and Efficient?’

‘Parent Support: An International Overview’ was undertaken by the Dept. of Sociology and
Social policy in Queens University Belfast.  This overview identified two main models of
parenting support in Europe. 

1. Explicit family policy with specific programmes and policies designed to achieve specified
family goals.  This model is child-centred and involves and extensive network of
integrated, universal services for young children with links to more specialised services
for children with extra needs.  The main policy strategy pursued in developing parenting
support services under this model identifies a parent-oriented approach to existing
services.  This model is used in France and Sweden with the state playing a strong
interventionist role in families.

2. The second model, which is predominant in Ireland and Britain, has traditionally lacked a
set of explicit or comprehensive policies regarding families and children.  Family support
policies in this model tend to be characterised by a reluctance to intervene in families and
have a strong anti-poverty focus.  Much family and parent support services under this
model tend to be delivered by the voluntary sector and have tend to be patchy,
uncoordinated and mainly targeted at the most disadvantaged.

There has been an increased interest in developing policies to support parenting in Europe in
recent years.  This has been driven by a number of factors.

• Increased diversification of family forms



• Concern with the shift in parent –child relations and its perceived implications for social
cohesion

• Policy shift towards prevention and early intervention in the fight against social exclusion
• Growing emphasis on children’s rights

   
In recent years in Ireland and Britain there has been a move to provide greater integration and
co-ordination of services to families.

Having looked at the evaluation of parenting supports across the world the Report concludes
that ‘...in order to be effective the programmes provided … need to be universal or in the case of
prevention and early intervention, at least contain core programmes which are available to all
families’.

The report recognises that providing universal support will be more expensive in the short term.
However, the consensus is that the long-term benefits to the child and society will eventually
lead to savings in the future, although these indirect savings are difficult to cost.  It is estimated
that any monies invested in good quality child development programmes “on a population basis”
would at least return double that in savings in the long term.

Developments in the Mid West.

The need to improve parent support services has been identified as a priority by this Board.
The Board has taken a national lead role in innovative programmes aimed at supporting
parents.

Examples of this include 
• A Community mothers programme 

• A Family Support Programme in Moyross with Barnardos.  This programme provided the
basis for the development of the Springboard Initiative with two such programmes being
allocated to the Mid West (Southill and Thurles) with a third programme being developed
in 2002.  

• The Board along with two other Health Boards piloted a teenage parenting programme.
This programme was integrated closely with the Community Mother's programme in
Limerick Social Services and is currently being evaluated.  This programme liases closely
with the Teenage Pregnancy Prevention Programme operating within the board since
1999. 

• The Mid-West Parenting Initiative, is an interagency and interdisciplinary initiative with
the aim of developing a comprehensive strategy for parent support. 

•  A Parent Support Programme, which incorporates both, a Community Mothers
Programme and the Teenage Parenting Programme. 

• Community Mothers Programme and Parenting programmes operating in North
Tipperary Community Services.  It is proposed to develop a countywide network for
parent support programmes based on these initiatives by developing links with such
groups as Roscrea 2000 and the Springboard initiative in Thurles.



• Family Support Initiatives.

• The Parenting Strategy will be published in 2002. 

• The Teenage Parenting Programme evaluation will be published in 2002

• Research into the attitudes of parents and teenagers in relation to sexual health and
parenthood will be carried out by UCC in 2002.

• Guidelines for supporting pregnant and teenage parents in schools will be developed.  

• Existing programmes will be supported and strengthened in line with the overall
Parenting Strategy.

J. O’GRADY
A/ASST  CHIEF EXECUTIVE OFFICER. 
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