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THE BIG PARENTING DEBATE FOCUS GROUPS: EXECUTIVE SUMMARY

Eighteen focus groups, involving nearly 150 people, took place in various locations across Brighton and Hove between 25th June and 9th September 2013 as part of a wider initiative called the Big Parenting Debate. Participants – the majority of which were parents and carers – were asked to reflect on their personal experiences of raising children as well as on what could be done in the city to improve support services and access rates for parents. The focus groups cover nine neighbourhood localities and span a number of communities of interest as well as parent types, including: parents of children with special needs; black and minority ethnic (BME) and mixed race parents; adoptive parents and foster carers; fathers; single parents and divorcees; LGBT parents; teenage parents – and grandparents and young people (non-parents). Participants' ages ranged from 18 to over 80 years and the sample also covered those caring for babies, toddlers, primary school aged children and teenagers. 

PART ONE: OVERALL FINDINGS

At the beginning of every focus group, participants were invited to describe what parenting meant to them and to identify the kinds of qualities needed to be a good parent. Participants described themselves primarily as carers, nurturers and providers, responsible for fulfilling basic needs as well as spiritual and emotional needs in order to equip young people for a happy and healthy life. The diversity and depth of responses given in this section reflect the complexity and multi-faceted nature of parenting – and the key themes emerging are summarised below:

· Parenting is seen as a lifelong commitment, duty and sacrifice requiring total devotion to a child.

· The all-encompassing, non-stop nature of parenting means that it can feel like a selfless job with little respite.

· Parenting gives people a sense of absolute purpose as well as a deep sense of fulfilment.

· Parenting is a life-changing, enriching and at times overwhelming experience involving intense unconditional love for another human being.

· Parenting forces you to live in the moment and appreciate the simple things in life.

· Participants reported experiencing a deeper sense of self-awareness and acceptance as a result of becoming a parent.

· Parents feel responsible for teaching essential life skills as well as instilling good morals and values via good communication and positive role-modelling.

· We have a collective responsibility for all children – and other adults (e.g. neighbours, teachers and grandparents) can also play an important part in the parenting process.

· Parenting involves risk assessment, behaviour management and discipline – and was described by participants as a tricky balancing act between giving children a degree of freedom and setting clear and realistic boundaries to ensure their safety.

It is clear that the parents involved in this project find many aspects of parenting easy and rewarding however there are also multiple challenges and pressures involved. These can be grouped into the following key points:

· Lack of time and energy as a result of sleep deprivation and the high level of need and demands for attention. 

· Lack of practical support, particularly local family support.

· Feelings of isolation particularly as a first-time parent, in the early days of parenthood and during the wintertime.

· Being a single parent and the practical and financial pressures associated with raising children alone.

· Managing behaviour and practising discipline – including dealing with difficult children, jealousy and sibling rivalry as well as managing other people's children in a public setting.

· Lack of parental instinct and knowing how to parent on a practical and emotional level.

· Guilt, self-doubt and low confidence and the impact these can have on children and parenting. 

· Fear of being seen as a bad parent including fear of being judged by health professionals.

· Societal views of parenthood including the lack of recognition for or acknowledgement of the hard work involved – and the pressure to become a high-achieving 'super-parent'.

· Childcare, finances and housing pressures including the cost and availability of childcare for the under-fives.

· Services and information – including the impact of funding cuts on service provision, a lack of free and good quality antenatal care, negative experiences within the NHS and challenges in accessing information about services locally.

· Choosing schools, lack of school funding and lack of provision for boys and teenagers in certain neighbourhoods.

· The impact of parenting on one's health, social life, career path, and personal relationships are significant and include longer term health (and mental health) issues, particularly in new or potentially vulnerable parents. 

· The costs to society of parents being stressed and feeling isolated, and the impact on future generations, are high.

· The pressures placed on children and their families are manyfold and include: pressure at school (including peer pressure and bullying); TV, media and technology; and societal pressures (including pressure to achieve academically and gender-specific pressures).

Parents and carers across the focus groups cited the following as their main sources of support:

· Family and friends – including partners, grandparents and other like-minded parents.

· Inner resources and life experience including the ability to network and stay positive.

· Outside spaces including the seafront and numerous city parks and playgrounds.

· Many services and local community groups including: SureStart children's centres; local breastfeeding support; a range of NHS services; the Family Information Service (FIS); and  various toddler groups. Having a strong sense of community and belonging in one's neighbourhood was considered important by many.

· Parenting-related training including antenatal (NCT) classes and the Triple P programme.

· Various television, literature and media based resources.

Suggestions for further means of support for parents include:

· More respite including more practical support and child-free time as well as more affordable and flexible childcare to enable this.

· More input at service level, including: more outreach; a more positive and sensitive approach from healthcare professionals; more free and informal, local and community-led interventions (including social playgroups and opportunities for parents to meet and support each other); more support to community leaders and potential role models (including older people and grandparents); earlier intervention; and more provision generally for boys, young men and teenagers.

· Better information – including information about services which is more accurate, up to date, easier to access and more inclusive to fathers and pregnant women.

· More training including support to parents wanting to return to study or work.

· More opportunities for support within the school environment.

· Better support to working parents particularly around childcare.

· More opportunities to feed back at consultation level.

Participants discussed the possible barriers to accessing support. These include: financial barriers (including the costs of childcare, children's activities, playgroups and after-school clubs); geographical and physical access (including location of services, poor transport links in certain neighbourhoods, parking issues and accessibility for buggies); practical issues (including the frequency and timing of services and childcare opening hours); lack of publicity or reliable information about services; fear of being judged and lack of confidence in accessing services as well as early (negative) experiences at school or when first accessing support.

PART TWO: ISSUES PERTAINING TO SPECIFIC COMMUNITIES OF INTEREST

Parents of Children with Special Needs

The challenges which stood out from discussions with parents of special needs children include:

· Managing behaviour including the emotional aspects of adolescence and sexuality.

· Getting to grips with a diagnosis and the accompanying medication.

· Dealing with doctors and the Local Authority – including the 'constant fight' for appropriate support; time spent completing forms or attending appointments; and the lack of information around care processes and pathways.

· Lack of praise or acknowledgement of the role of carer.

· Stigma and frequent experiences of feeling judged in the public arena.

· Guilt and worry about the future including concerns about the risks of bullying.

· Making decisions about schools and in particular choosing between mainstream and special schools.

· Pressure felt by both parents and special needs children to fit in.

· Overall impact (of being a carer) on physical and mental health as well as on social life, relationships and careers – and the potential costs to society in terms of the loss of skills and income to the workforce and the costs of ill-health to the NHS.

Participants said they had found the following sources of support useful: family and friends (particularly other parents of children with special needs); Amaze; schools (both mainstream and special); the Internet; and various training courses.

With regards to further support, parents of children with special needs said that, above all, they wanted to be listened to and treated with respect. They said they wanted to be able to access more places like Amaze and more help out of hours; they wanted more time to themselves, more drop-ins, more keyworkers and earlier intervention. They identified the need for more videos and online resources and spoke about the potential role that GPs and health visitors had in disseminating information and signposting. It was felt that services information should be simplified and training courses should be delivered by 'people in the know'. Suggestions were made for more informal support in local neighbourhoods as well as to set up a buddying or mentoring system with parents of older children.

The possible barriers to accessing support for this group include: lack of publicity and information about services; lack of time and inability to commit; lack of insight on the part of trainers and service providers; and the practicalities and costs of childcare.

BME and Mixed Race Parents

Key challenges and themes arising from discussions with BME and mixed race parents include:

· Issues around raising children in a different country and culture – including the inevitable lack of family support and resulting sense of isolation.

· The difference between the UK definition of 'community' and BME parents' own sense of community.

· Language issues: not knowing where to get advice and not being able to understand basic information about services and parenting – as well as not being able to help with a child's schooling.

· Differences in cultural norms: for example, trying to make sense of the 'British' way of disciplining children, in contrast with one's own cultural views and expectations of raising a child.

· Dealing with identity, ethnicity and race in a predominantly White British city.

· Personal experiences of stigma, ignorace and racism in the school setting and beyond.

Participants identified family, friends, older members of the community and religion as their main sources of support. Social groups such as the Mosaic under-fives group were valued highly for their informal nature and strong sense of community spirit.

BME parents spoke about the need for greater awareness among the general public of the different BME cultures and diversity within Brighton and Hove – as well as greater inclusivity and understanding on the part of service providers. They said BME and mixed race children needed a safe and non-judgemental space to mix and discuss issues such as skin colour and hair care. They supported the idea of more input and support at school level particularly in welcoming newcomers to the area. 

BME participants discussed the potential barriers to accessing support, which include language and cultural barriers as well as the fact that in some communities it is unacceptable, or difficult, for people (and particularly men) to ask for help. Lack of awareness and understanding among service providers was another barrier identified, as was knowing what services are available.

Fathers

Key challenges identified by fathers in the Everyman UK group are summarised below:

· Fathers are vulnerable to social isolation because there is generally less support available to them and because they tend not to ask for help.

· Some fathers find it difficult to cope with the daily demands and 'monotony' of parenting.

· Fathers have limited rights and the legal system is usually more supportive to mothers.

· There is a lack of acknowledgement generally for fathers.

· Antenatal care is very female-focussed.

· The pressure to earn a living whilst raising children is felt particularly strongly among single fathers.

Participants in this focus group made clear the multiple benefits of male- and father-specific support groups and resources such as Everyman UK. Connecting with other fathers locally was considered helpful, as was obtaining support from your employer, accessing counselling and finding support from close family and friends.

Fathers spoke about the need for more support generally to dads as well as better advertising of existing local support groups. They felt strongly about the need for earlier intervention particularly in addressing the stress of early parenthood in order to prevent relationship breakdown. Participants spoke about the opportunity to reach fathers in schools as well as the need for greater flexibility in relation to employment and work hours.

Time, and competing priorities in relation to work, were identified as key barriers to fathers accessing help. The lack of time to network, and the tendency for men to shy away from support services, can lead to a sense of isolation which a number of participants reported having felt.

LGBT Parents

The key challenges identified by LGBT parents in this piece of research are:

· Lack of time and tiredness.

· The difficulty of juggling work and family life.

· Managing the 'rollercoaster of emotions' in young children.

· Experiences and impact of social isolation which LGBT parents in particular can face.

· Dealing with the assumptions which are often made about 'traditional' family dynamics and the impact this can have on children raised in a LGBT setting.

Other parents, friends, childcarers, partners and occasionally family were cited by this group as good sources of support – as were parenting books, life experience and local support groups.

With regards to further support, respondents said they wanted to see more opportunities for LGBT parents to mix and support each other; more LGBT awareness within schools and health services; a more visible acknowledgement (in advertising and publications) of families with same-sex parents; and a greater awareness of LGBT issues in parenting-related resources and training.

Participants said that stigma (around same-sex parenting) was having an impact on people's ability to ask for support – and one respondent commented on the lack of inclusivity in relation to transgender parents.

Young Parents

When asked what they had found challenging so far, young parents highlighted lack of sleep and giving birth as having been most difficult. They commented on the relentlessness of parenting and the impact this had on relationships and socialising. Current sources of support for this group of parents include: close family; health visitors; the local children's centre; online resources; and the Family Nurse Partnership. Participants said they felt they would benefit from more age-appropriate breastfeeding support and a freephone helpline for all the different kinds of support they might need. They said that free and round-the-clock support would make it easier for them to ask for help.

Young People (non-parents)

The young participants involved in this focus group outlined what qualities they thought a 'good' parent might have. They highlighted the key challenges which they felt parents might face today in a city like Brighton and Hove and their responses reflected much of what was said in the other focus groups. They offered some interesting thoughts on what it must be like for parents to have to tackle sensitive issues such as drinking, drugs and access to pornography online. 

The group cited a number of specific sources of support as having been useful to them and their parents – including family, other parents and NCT friends, social and community groups and an online guide to local support services, www.wheretogofor.co.uk.

Participants felt that parents needed listening skills and time with other parents as well as good online resources to help them cope with the challenges of raising teenagers. They cited training; a supportive school environment; more success stories and positive parenting reflected in the media; more support forums online; and better control and monitoring of online pornography – to name but a few potential sources of further support. The group spent some time brainstorming the idea of providing parents of secondary school children with information, support, tips and resources via a regular newsletter. They cited the fear of being judged, old fashioned views and a lack of time and information as among the key barriers to parents accessing support.

Older People

For this group, teaching loyalty and honesty was an important part of parenting – as were good communication and teaching the value of being polite and kind to others. Participants spoke about their own experiences of parenting 30 to 50 years ago and said that, in comparison, the modern-day mother tended to work a lot more and have 'unlimited' childcare and services at her fingertips. As a result, parents today have less time for their children and as a consequence of this young people were perceived as 'unruly' and disrespectful. They identified further challenges for parents today, including the issue of safety on the streets and the fact that children rarely play outside anymore. They raised concerns about the drink and drugs culture as well as the high cost of living as being a potential source of stress for parents. They gave feedback about the challenges of grandparenting.

Participants questioned whether there might be 'too much' information and support on offer to parents and children now, leading to an 'information overload', reduced creativity and unrealistically high expectations in young people.

The group made a number of suggestions for further sources of support for the modern-day parent, including: more time given to children; better communication; more routine and structure for young children; more guidance for parents to help them set the standards and values necessary for raising children; and the return of the close family unit where at least one parent is based at home and grandparents are living close by.
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