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Foreword and acknowledgements

In early 2003, the Family Policy Unit (FmPU) of the Home Office commissioned the
independent Policy Research Bureau (PRB) to carry out a review of the evaluation
literature and evidence on effective practice - “‘what works’ - in interventions to
support parenting. Following the machinery of government changes in June 2003,
the review was completed working to what became the Families Division in the
Department for Education and Skills.

In the last twenty years, the literature in this field has grown from a trickle to a flood:
our search of formally published and peer-reviewed documents alone (ie, not
including a vast ‘grey’ literature of evaluation reports and practice summaries)
revealed several thousands of potentially relevant papers and books. Our brief was
to sort systematically through this huge literature, chart the key findings in a
standardised form, and distil out the overarching messages in a succinct and
accessible way - all to be achieved within a little over six months. Not surprisingly,
we have found this to be a challenging, if very rewarding, task. We are grateful to a
number of colleague organisations within the UK parenting support field who
helped us locate some of the less visible research literature, including the Parenting
Education and Support Forum and many service providers too numerous to list
here. A number of expert reviewers provided valuable comments on the draft report
to a tight timetable, including Dr Jane Barlow (University of Warwick), Professor
Charles Desforges (Exeter University), Hetty Einzig and colleagues (Parenting
Education and Support Forum), Dr Ann Hagell (Policy Research Bureau), Clem
Henricson (National Family and Parenting Institute), Dr Margaret Lynch (Guys
Hospital), Mary McLeod (National Family and Parenting Institute), and Dr Debi
Roker (Trust for the Study of Adolescence). Two anonymous reviewers also peer
reviewed the final report, and we are grateful for their helpful and thorough
comments.

We are also grateful for the support of (and enjoyed our stimulating discussions
with) the steering group for the project, including Clare Roskill, of the Family Policy
Unit and then Families Division; Robin Woodland of the Family Policy Unit (to June
2003); Ann Barber (to April 2003) and Sara Trikha, both of Research and Statistics in
the Home Office; and from July 2003, Tara Cooke and Shiraleen Thomas from DfES,
Analytic Services. Lastly, we also thank colleagues at PRB who helped with the
project, including Deborah Katz, Rebekah Nichols, and Ilan Katz.

This is a dynamic and fast-growing area of research and practice, and up to the point
of publication of this report we were still locating new sources and spotting gaps in
our coverage. This review should therefore be regarded as the start of a discussion



as much as the final word, and will undoubtedly need updating sooner than we
might have thought!

Patricia Moran, Deborah Ghate, Amelia van der Merwe
Policy Research Bureau
July 2004



Executive summary

Introduction

This is a summary of a review of the international (English language) evidence
regarding the effectiveness of parenting support programmes, carried out by the
independent Policy Research Bureau on behalf of the DfES. In the light of research
evidence from recent decades linking various aspects of parenting with outcomes for
children, many programmes have sprung up aimed at helping parents to enhance
their ability to parent, in the hope that outcomes for children may ultimately
improve. At the same time, a body of literature documenting the scientific
evaluation of parent support programmes has also accumulated, assessing its
effectiveness. The current study set out to review this growing body of literature.
The task involved collating, grading, sorting and summarising parenting support
evaluation literature (both published and unpublished) in order to delineate what is
known about ‘what works” both in the UK and elsewhere, and to distil key messages
for policy makers regarding practice, research and overarching national policy.

Aims of the review

The aim of this review was to address a gap in the current literature. Although a
number of reviews of parenting support programmes already exist, they tend to fall
into one of two types. Many rigorous ‘systematic reviews’ set such scientifically
stringent criteria for studies to be included for review that only a tiny proportion of
the available literature is drawn upon. Alternatively, broader and more inclusive
reviews exist but are often somewhat unscientific in their selection of material
included. Moreover, only a handful consider findings from both qualitative and
quantitative investigations, and relatively few consider the implications of their
tindings for policy and evaluation research as well as practice.

We therefore aimed to produce a review crossing these boundaries and covering a
wide range of services that go under the banner of “parenting support’, combining
scientific rigour with practice and policy relevance and accessibility. Programmes
were sorted into four categories: “‘what works’, “‘what is promising’, “‘what does not
work’, and those in which effectiveness is still ‘not known’. We also aimed to
identify gaps in the evidence base and to distil the key messages for research, policy
and practice. The evidence was drawn from the international evaluation literature,
and included both quantitative and qualitative evaluations in order to provide a
fully rounded picture of effectiveness in terms not only of significant outcomes, but
also in relation to programme implementation and delivery.



Key terms and methods of the review

When selecting evaluation literature for inclusion, parents were taken to include all
those who provide significant care for children in a home or family context,
including biological parents, step-parents, foster parents, adoptive parents,
grandparents or other relatives. We took parenting support to include any
intervention for parents or carers aimed at reducing risks and/or promoting
protective factors for their children, in relation to their social, physical and emotional
well-being. Our focus throughout, with minor exceptions, was on programmes of
mainstream relevance, i.e. interventions aimed at common problems of relatively low
severity or relatively high frequency. Both universal services (those open to anyone
irrespective of their levels of need) and targeted services (those offered only to
specific groups or populations, in response to a specific assessed need) were
included. We included evaluations of interventions aimed at primary levels of
prevention (intervening to prevent the onset of problems), and at secondary levels of
prevention (intervening with high risk groups or where problems have begun but
are not yet strongly entrenched) but rarely included those at tertiary levels of
prevention and treatment (when problems are already strongly present and require
active treatment).

A main report was produced, summarising the literature in a number of broadly-
grouped areas of outcome for children, parents, and families. For each outcome
area, a combination of individual evaluation studies and pre-existing reviews was
used to provide a summary of key messages. In addition, descriptive profiles of
many of the programmes were also provided. The main report was accompanied by
a ‘grid” (or chart) which can be downloaded from the Policy Research Bureau’s
website (www.prb.org.uk), providing details of a selection of individual parenting
support interventions and their evaluations, and giving ratings of the scientific
robustness of the evaluations as well as the effectiveness of the programmes. The
eventual selection of evaluation studies and research reviews that formed the basis
of the review was made from over two thousand potentially relevant journals, books
and reports, both published and “grey’. To be included, interventions had to involve
parents or parents with their children (from birth to nineteen years), rather than
children alone. It could target outcomes for parents in their own right as well as for
children, but only to the extent that the existing literature clearly demonstrated that
these parent-level outcomes have a strong and reasonably direct link with outcomes
for children. Qualitative as well as quantitative evaluations were included, but had
to be of sufficient methodological robustness in either case to merit inclusion.
Generally, quantitative studies that used pre- and post-intervention assessments
were included, often with a comparative or controlled design (ie, where people
receiving an intervention are compared with those not receiving it). However,
because of the large number of areas where no studies of this standard were




unearthed, studies with weaker methods but judged to be of some merit were
occasionally included, though conclusions are more tentative in these cases.

The selected literature was sorted according to the area of actual outcome that was
reported by the study (rather than the study’s intended outcomes), for children,
parents and families. Each of these three broad outcome areas were then subdivided
into narrower outcomes. Within these categories the literature was further sorted
into: ‘what works’, “‘what is promising’, “‘what does not work” and “what is
unknown’, based on the presence of significant results showing support for
programmes from a methodologically robust evaluation.

Key Findings: messages about practice, research and national policy

The key findings of the review are summarised below. Because the review was
written for policy-makers involved both in commissioning services and research
about them, all of the messages extracted are relevant for policy but in relation to
three broad themes: messages about practice; messages about research; and
messages for national policy in family support.

Below we summarise our conclusions for policy about “‘what works” in practice:

* Both early intervention and later intervention: early interventions report
better and more durable outcomes for children; but late intervention is better
than none and may help parents deal with parenting under stress

* Interventions with a strong theory-base and clearly articulated model of the
predicted mechanism of change: services need to know both where they want
to go, and how they propose to get there

* Interventions that have measurable, concrete objectives as well as overarching
aims

* Universal interventions (aimed at primary prevention amongst whole
communities) for parenting problems and needs at the less severe end of the
spectrum of common parenting difficulties - though some types of universal
services require more evaluation to determine their effectiveness

» Targeted interventions (aimed at specific populations or individuals deemed
to be at risk for parenting difficulties) to tackle more complex types of
parenting difficulties

* Interventions that pay close attention to implementation factors for ‘getting’,
‘keeping’ and ‘engaging’ parents (in practical, relational, cultural /contextual,
strategic and structural domains; see Section Four of the main report)

* Services that allow multiple routes in for families (variety of referral routes)

* Interventions using more than one method of delivery (ie, multi-component
interventions)



* Group work, where the issues involved are suitable to be addressed in a
‘public’ format, and where parents can benefit from the social aspect of
working in groups of peers

* Individual work, where problems are severe or entrenched or parents are not
ready/able to work in a group, often including an element of Home Visiting
as part of a multi component service, providing one-to-one, tailored support

* Interventions that have manualised programmes where the core programme
(ie, what is delivered) is carefully structured and controlled to maintain
‘programme integrity’

* Interventions delivered by appropriately trained and skilled staff, backed up
by good management and support

* Interventions of longer duration, with follow-up/booster sessions, for
problems of greater severity or for higher risk groups of parents

* Short, low level interventions for delivering factual information and fact-
based advice to parents, increasing knowledge of child development and
encouraging change in ‘simple” behaviours

* Behavioural interventions that focus on specific parenting skills and practical
‘take-home tips” for changing more complex parenting behaviours and
impacting on child behaviours

* ‘Cognitive’” interventions for changing beliefs, attitudes and self-perceptions
about parenting

* Interventions that work in parallel (though not necessarily at the same time)
with parents, families and children

There were also a number of messages for policy with regard to what is still not
known about ‘what works’ on the basis of current research:

* How effective (as opposed to merely “promising’) UK parenting interventions
are, which cannot be determined without more robustly scientific research
methods than are currently the norm

* The extent to which interventions developed and shown to be effective in
other countries such as the US can ‘translate” to the very different UK context

* What ‘doesn’t work” (because of a bias against reporting negative or equivocal
research findings)

* The specific characteristics of participants and programmes that contribute to
success for programmes that show promise or are effective - i.e. not just
‘what works’, but ‘for whom under what circumstances’

*  Whether positive changes in parenting and child behaviours associated with
parent support interventions can be sustained over the long term

* How changes in parents” knowledge and attitudes can be translated into
changes at the behavioural level



* How to retain and engage families in ‘high risk” groups in parenting support
interventions more successfully, and how to ensure better outcomes for these
groups more consistently

*  What aspects of resilience and which protective factors in parenting moderate
the outcomes of parenting support for both parents and children

* What aspects of parenting support interventions are most effective when
working with fathers and how programmes may need to be better designed
to meet their needs

* What aspects of parenting support interventions are most effective with black
and Asian parents and how programmes may need to be better designed to
meet their needs

* How children themselves perceive the effectiveness of parenting support
programmes

* The optimal duration for different types of interventions to achieve the best
outcomes

* The characteristics of home visiting that contribute to its success, i.e. training
levels of staff, frequency and duration of visits, and content of the session

*  Whether and to what extent parenting support interventions in the UK are
cost-effective

* The relative efficacy of group versus one-to-one intervention in the medium
to longer term

There were also messages for policy about the research base more generally:

* There is a need to commission more rigorous and robust research designs that
can really tell us “‘what works’, including randomised controlled trials
(‘RCTs’) wherever possible, and certainly more comparative and quasi-
experimental designs; and also including better quality qualitative research

* There is a need to build capacity in this field, including funding
‘developmental” studies that advance methodologies in this field

* Continued commitment to wide dissemination of research findings is
essential, but not only of ‘good’ results that suggest effective practice.
Negative and inconclusive results may also contain important learning.
Commissioning a review of “‘what doesn’t work” in a number of areas might
be enlightening

* Especially but not only at local level, there is a need for commissioners of
research to be better trained in research methods so that they are able to
assess and promote good design and execution in evaluation research

Finally, an important group of key findings concerned messages for national policy
from the evaluation literature:



Parenting support benefits families, and this review has clearly shown the
potential benefits that may be realised through continuing investment in this
type of social intervention

Many parents need support at some point in their parenting career and efforts
to ‘normalise” access to support as a universal right seem likely to generate
strong benefits. The message that it is not unusual to need support from time
to time needs to be conveyed in policy rhetoric, to help increase rates of
access, especially at critical points for early intervention

There needs to be a consistent message about supporting parents delivered
across the board, reflecting the wider ecological context of parenting, from the
provision of individual programmes to the implementation of national
policies. The broad thrust of current policy in the UK appears to be in tune
with this, but the impact of new policy initiatives needs to be monitored
constantly to ensure that policy in one area does not inadvertently pull
against policy in another.

Across the board, in order to better support parents, policy needs to embody
an evidence-based model of parenting linked to good outcomes for children,
(e.g. encouraging authoritative, non-punitive parenting rather than harsh
parenting; promoting and enabling fathers” involvement in childcare)
Results show time and time again that it is difficult for stressed families to
benefit from parenting programmes when they face multiple disadvantages,
and thus policies that reduce everyday stresses in the lives of families
(including poverty, unemployment, poor health, housing and education) will
support parents in caring for their children

We need to recognise that there will always be a minority of parents who
cannot or will not benefit from parenting support services. This does not
mean a service is “all bad’, or that anyone is necessarily to blame. The media
should be helped to understand this better

It is questionable whether punishing those who fail to benefit from parenting
support with draconian sanctions is consistent with promoting better
outcomes for their children

It will be vital for the future of this field that government invests in building
capacity and skills in the social care workforce and related professions that
provide parenting support. Supporting families without compromising their
autonomy is a demanding and delicate job, and highly skilled and
appropriately trained staff will get better results.

Concluding remarks

Research indicates that there are many families in the community who could benefit
from parenting support in one form or another, although attracting parents and
engaging them with programmes remains a challenge. Unfortunately, in the UK the
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burgeoning number of parenting support programmes in recent years has not been
matched by a rise in the number of high quality quantitative and qualitative studies
carried out to evaluate them. Consequently the evaluation literature only provides
us with a partial picture of “‘what works’, and only partial understanding of why
some programmes work better than others. Nevertheless, clear messages have
emerged, showing that provision of parenting programmes still represents an
important pathway to helping parents, especially when combined with local and
national policies that address the broader contextual issues that affect parents” and
children’s lives.
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1. Introduction

The policy context

It now seems a long time since the Children Act (1989) set down in explicit terms a
definition of parental responsibility that emphasised the duty of care placed on
parents to ensure their children’s moral, physical and emotional well being, and
obliged Local Authorities to promote the upbringing of children ‘in need’? by their
families through provision of such services as might be required to achieve this
(Section 17:iii). Though the “best interests of the child” were set at the heart of this
critical piece of legislation, the role of families and parents in promoting good
outcomes for children was given clear prominence, alongside an emphasis on the
importance of services in assisting and supporting parents in this task.

Though in the UK we now take this principle very much for granted when thinking
about the way family support services ought to be delivered, the Children Act (1989)
in many ways re-defined the practice landscape for the social care field in terms of
services to children and families. Care in the family - and preferably in their own
birth family - for all except the most vulnerable was emphasised as the preferred
option for bringing up children, and service planners were required to focus not just
on children at the extreme end of the continuum of risk (e.g. abused and neglected
children in need of active protection) but on the wider community of families and
children “‘in need’. A “refocusing’ of resources to include a stronger emphasis on
prevention and early intervention reflected three key developments in the thinking
of policy makers: one, the increasing scientific evidence-base that was showing that
children’s probability of developing poorly could be predicted at an early age (e.g
Robins, 1979) and that we were beginning to be much clearer about the risk factors
involved and therefore the targets of intervention; two, that there could therefore be
substantial benefits to society as well as to families and individuals of ‘getting in
early’ to provide services (e.g. Little and Mount, 1999); and three, that many families
who were in need were not being reached by services (Department of Health, 1995;
Ghate and Hazel, 2002).

Since then, and especially since the Labour government came into office in 1997,
there has been a burgeoning interest in (and a massive increase in spending on)
family support interventions in the UK. Injust a few years, family support has come
to enjoy a central position in the national policy and practice picture, driven strongly
by two Green Papers? Supporting Families (1998; led by the Home Office), and Every

1 That is, families and children who would be likely to suffer impairment if they did not receive
services (Little and Mount 1999).

2 Government papers produced for the purpose of consultation on significant policy and service
developments.
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Child Matters (2003; led by the Cabinet Office, reporting to the Chief Secretary at the
Treasury)?, with its follow up, Every Child Matters: next steps (2004; DfES). The first
(amongst other things) focused attention on the particular role of parenting in the
development and prevention of offending and antisocial behaviour by young
people, and marked the beginning of a period of intense policy focus on the interface
between outcomes for children and inputs by parents, including an increasing
recognition of the importance of the role of fathers and the need to extend family
support services to men as well as women. In its wake came the introduction of
Parenting Orders, a controversial new disposal introduced under the Crime and
Disorder Act (1998) and first rolled out in 2000, mandating parents of young
offenders and persistent truants to receive parenting education and support
provided by local multi-agency youth offending teams. Under the provisions of the
Anti-social Behaviour Act (2003), the government extended this principle more
widely in the form of voluntary parenting contracts, introduced residential
parenting support for some, and extended various provisions to include parents of
persistent truants.

Every Child Matters also placed supporting parents and carers at the top of a list of
four key areas for development, the others being early intervention and effective
protection, accountability and integration of children’s services, and workforce
reform. Following in the wake of major national concern about children falling
through the child protection net after the death of eight year old Victoria Climbié, it
proposed a wide range of potentially far-reaching changes and reforms designed to
lead to better integration of children’s services. These included the establishment of
multi-agency Children’s Trusts, the introduction of better information sharing
systems for keeping track of children ‘in the system” (previously known as
Identification, Referral and Tracking - IRT, subsequently renamed Information
Sharing and Assessment), and a number of new posts for both central and local
government (including the creation of a Minister for Children, Young People and
Families heading up a new directorate of children and families based at the
Department for Education and Skills, and bringing together sections of departments
concerned with services for families that were previously housed and managed
separately). Every Child Matters: next steps detailed how the proposals outlined in
Every Child Matters were to be implemented, including the introduction of a Children
Bill, placing statutory duties on key agencies to work in partnership towards
common goals, accompanied by a £20 million package of support to localities to
enable them to take the Green Paper agenda forward.

At the service delivery level, a mapping exercise of family support services in the
UK by the National Family and Parenting Institute estimated that 40% of all services
had been set up in the previous five years (Henricson, Katz, Mesie, Sandison and

3 Paul Boateng, who acted as the sponsor minister

13



Tunstill, 2001). Though a substantial proportion of these services are provided by
the voluntary sector, central government has been driving this expansion, using
vehicles such as Sure Start, one of the first and most expensive in a series of national
area-based initiatives delivering support services for parents across the country at a
cost of around half a billion pounds" in its first five years. It provides a wide range
of services to families including early education, childcare, health and family
support as well as advice on benefits and employment opportunities. Since its
launch in 1998, Sure Start has gone from strength to strength, in pursuit of the
government’s objective to halve child poverty by 2010 and eliminate it by 2020. Its
next phase includes extending its services to include ‘Sure Start Children’s Centres’
offering pre-school child and family support services in the 20% poorest wards of
the country. In 2000 the Children’s Fund was announced and now has a budget of
£450 million over six years, providing a range of services aimed at children aged 5-13
years. Most recently of all, a new Parenting Fund is providing a total of £25m over
three years for the set up and delivery of interventions aimed specifically at parent
support and education in the voluntary and community sector.

In summary, compared to the situation pre-1997 there can now be said to be a
reasonably well established “parenting support industry” within the UK. Indeed, an
outsider tracking the thrust of policy and practice development over recent years
might be forgiven for concluding that we as a nation had decided that almost any
social ill - poverty, social exclusion, crime and anti-social behaviour, poor
educational attainment, poor mental and emotional heath - could be remedied by
improving parenting skills. A recent survey of parents registered at three G.P
practices in England showed that around a fifth of parents had attended a parenting
programme, and more than half expressed an interest in doing so if offered
(Patterson, Mockford, Barlow, Pyper and Stewart-Brown, 2002). Though it is clear
that there is still much work to do, and further investment is required to sustain and
take forward the gains made in recent years in this area of service provision, the
once oft-stated dictum that “‘parenting is the greatest single preserve of the amateur’
(Toftler, 1970, quoted in Dembo, Switzer and Lauritzen, 1985) may now be less true
than it has been at any time previously.

The need for the review

Yet - and it is a big yet - despite intense policy interest in the field, a now
considerable body of practice expertise, numerous literature and “systematic’
reviews, and a growing research tradition of impact evaluation, many new services
that are developed bear only a distant relationship to practice that is of scientifically
proven efficacy and rely instead on what we might call “practice wisdom’. Partly,
this reflects a healthy diversity and creativity in the field, as well as the fact that it is
often easier to get funding to develop a new, innovative intervention than it is to
replicate a tried and tested model. Partly it reflects local services’ sense that only
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they ‘’know’ their community, and a desire to build services tailored to specific local
needs and concerns. Partly it is because what is ‘proven’ remains, for many, a bit of
amystery. There is still a sense that we don’t yet quite know ‘what works’ - or that
if we do know, we haven’t successfully articulated it in a concise and digestible way.
As the trawl through the available literature that we undertook for this review
showed, there is a wide range of information in existence, from detailed accounts of
evaluations of individual studies and programmes, to ‘systematic’* reviews of the
literature in a defined area, to meta-analyses®, to essays and literature reviews on
‘what works’, to short summaries of key elements of effective practice aimed at
service providers.

A number of reviews of “‘what works’ of one kind or another exist in this field
already (e.g. Smith 1996; Barlow 1997; Lloyd, 1999; Statham 2000; Barlow and
Parsons, 2002; Coren and Barlow, 2002; Woolfenden, Williams and Peat, 2002;
Desforges and Abouchaar, 2003). As a rule, however, these past reviews differ from
the current review in two main ways. First, a number are confined to particular
types of parenting support, or to the exploration of a particular category of outcome,
such as children’s emotional and behavioural problems or parental mental health.
Second, they either approach the task from a deliberately inclusive but sometimes
rather unscientific angle, or they take