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Executive Summary  
Nesta recognises the importance of lived experience in helping to shape decision-making about 
future policies and services. Therefore, Neighbourly Lab were commissioned to carry out in-depth, 
ethnographic research with expectant and current parents of children aged 0-5 in three locations: 
Armley in Leeds, Blyth in Northumberland and Catford in the London Borough of Lewisham. These 
locations were selected to reflect a range of geographies, from inner-city, to more suburban and 
coastal, and the different support services available (i.e. mix of Family Hubs and Children’s Centres).  
The focus of this research was to explore how, when and where parents both needed and found 
support in their early years journey. Thematic findings highlight parents’ common experiences and 
attitudes, in terms of what drives and prevents engagement with support services. Parents’ lived 
experiences highlight where integrated services have served to create positive outcomes for families, 
as well as demonstrating opportunities for improvements. 
 
The research found how challenging the early years period can be and the toll that this can have, 
especially on maternal mental health. It highlights the valuable role of informal support from family 
and friends and that where this is lacking, parents are more prone to struggle. Those experiencing 
multiple deprivation are particularly affected as they have less means to develop a network of 
informal support. Crucially, this impacts upon how empowered they feel to reach out for help from 
services, creating considerable disparity in potential outcomes from a young age. 
 
Many mums feel that their interaction with maternity services comes to an abrupt end after their baby 
is born. Those who’ve been well-informed about early years services and encouraged to make use of 
them are better-placed to reach out for whatever support they might need. Attitudes towards 
accessing formal support via early years services range from those who are more open to those who 
are more closed. This influences how likely parents are to have a support journey that is a seamless 
continuation from maternity through to early years services, versus one that is less linear and more 
unpredictable. There is a stark difference between parents who choose to proactively engage with 
services because they perceive the potential benefits, compared with those who might engage only 
out of necessity, such as when they encounter particular problems further down the line. 
 
A number of factors explain why some parents are not more open to services. The first set of 
challenges relates to awareness. Signposting was found to be inconsistent during the perinatal 
period, about where to find support, who support spaces are intended to serve and the breadth of 
support available. There is a general misconception that early years services are focussed on the 
wellbeing of children, rather than of the whole family. Another set of challenges concern accessibility, 
with both physical and emotional barriers preventing some parents from using services. Most claimed 
to be open to finding out more about the services in their communities when asked, and the majority 
preferred the idea of getting in-person support rather than online support.  
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Parents generally experience an immediate uplift as a result of engaging with services and the 
opportunities this brings. Services are typically regarded as welcoming and inclusive, and examples 
of community outreach demonstrate that where accessibility is increased, more parents can benefit. 
Finding support in the first year of their baby’s life was considered especially valuable for setting 
families up to thrive. Parents recognise the direct impact that access to professionals and resources 
has on the healthy development of their babies, and on the bond they are developing with them. 
Overall, they typically felt more confident, connected and informed as a result of engaging with 
services regularly and identified ‘everyday’ positive outcomes in their child’s behaviour (e.g. more 
content, sociable, sleeping well etc.). Parents with higher levels of need value services supporting 
them more holistically, with additional personal and lifestyle challenges. They did not necessarily 
expect this, but where provided, it felt like a lifeline.  
 
Opportunities to optimise services mostly concern addressing support gaps. Many would like to see 
more parent-directed support offered, especially in the first year (i.e. addressing maternal mental 
health, and dads and secondary carers’ needs). Those with children aged 1+ would benefit from 
earlier support when children exhibit signs of developmental delay or possible SEND. Those with 
higher levels of need in particular stand to benefit from more outreach activity within their community, 
to help them to discover services, as well as help to grow informal support networks.  
 
This research highlights opportunities to address many of the challenges which currently prevent 
parent engagement with services. Key recommendations include making signposting to early years 
services more consistent during the maternity period and ensuring professionals are setting parents 
up to reach out for support after birth. More comprehensive education should be provided about 
service locations, types and benefits to drive parent engagement and destigmatise formal support. 
Service availability should be increased to allow more to benefit, with greater flexibility and 
informality ‘built in’, to make parents feel more comfortable in support spaces and situations.  
 
This report concludes by considering what is important for an integrated services model in order to 
benefit parents. This includes more information-sharing across professionals working with pregnant 
and new mums to enable a more seamless support journey. This also includes health visitors working 
with Family hubs, to aid transition of parents into these spaces, to be able to identify what and when 
services need to be wrapped around families. There should be more maternal mental health support 
and SEND provision within hubs to help speed up identification, diagnosis and outcomes. More 
outreach and links with community spaces, such as leisure centres and libraries, will help to drive 
awareness and accessibility of early years services and provide alternative ways to engage. 
Navigation support, and ideally more information-sharing between different services with early years 
services (e.g. housing, employment, Citizen’s Advice Bureau etc.) will allow families to be supported 
more holistically to improve their circumstances and overall outcomes for their child. These insights 
and broader learning in this report will feed into a broader piece of work to help shape Future 
Integrated Family support policy development, with the aim of helping to give children the best start 
in life and empowering early years families to thrive. 
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1.​ Parenting in the early years 
This chapter explores the universal experiences of early years parenting; the impact of the transition 
for first time parents, as well as for those having subsequent children. It highlights the mental health 
challenges that Mums commonly experience and the importance of support for them. It explores the 
role of informal support through family and friends and how this can help parents thrive, but a deficit 
can exacerbate isolation and overwhelm. Importantly, parents experiencing multiple deprivation and 
lacking informal support can struggle more with early parenting concerns and challenges, as well as 
face multiple barriers to fostering a network of support around them. These parents tend to be less 
empowered and less likely to seek out services to support them, which impacts them and their 
babies’ or toddlers’ healthy development.  

 
1.1.​ The universal experience of early years parenting 

●​ Becoming a parent for the first time is a huge physical and emotional transition, particularly for 
mums but also for dads/secondary carers 

●​ With many new experiences to navigate and routines to establish, especially in the early days, 
of feeding, sleeping, caring, soothing etc. 

●​ Parents say it impacts upon all aspects of their lives; relationships, family dynamics, identities, 
physical and mental health, finances and lifestyle 

●​ The arrival of subsequent children can be equally challenging. While parents may have more 
experience, their ‘load’ is now increased with different needs to juggle 

o​ A shift that often feels underplayed by support services and those around them, when 
in reality it can be just as demanding 

●​ Most parents can feel a great deal of pressure in the early years period, with several new 
stages and phases of development to adjust to through the ages of 0 - 5 

o​ While most parents’ journeys typically ease as children become more autonomous, 
further challenges can emerge with behaviours or developmental delay that cause 
new concern 

 
“Nothing prepares you for what it’s going to be like. My daughter has colic and reflux which is 
really hard. Everyone says by 12 weeks they’ll be OK but she’s 8 months now and it’s still hard” 
(S, 36, first-time mum, Blyth) 
 
“It’s really eye-opening. It’s emotional, but rewarding at the same time. You have to become a 
new version of yourself when you become a parent” (S, 40, first-time mum, Catford) 
 

1.2.​ Maternal mental health is under particular stress in the first weeks and months  
●​ Mums commonly share their experiences of low mood, ‘baby blues’ and/or hormonal changes 

while simultaneously trying to cope with the demands of caring for a new baby 
o​ Some struggled with post-natal depression or post-natal anxiety, although didn’t 

always recognise this themselves, while so focused on their baby 
●​ All new mums are at a risk of experiencing overwhelm and anxiety as a result of increased 

responsibility, and of becoming more isolated by their new home-centred lifestyles 
●​ There is a tendency for mums to blame themselves when things aren’t going smoothly and to 

feel guilty that they are not coping better, or enjoying their parenting experience  
●​ Those living in greater deprivation, with more chaotic lifestyles, can feel vulnerable to social 

service intervention, if they are exposed as ‘failing’ 
 

“You don't speak openly if you are struggling, as services would get involved straight away and 
your kids would be removed until it’s sorted out. A lot of people who use drugs still have their 
kids, but if you say you're struggling mentally and need help, then your kids are removed” (C, 24, 
mum of two, Blyth) 
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“My friend said she thought I had post-partum depression but I don't know what that is. I’ve been 
told I have anxiety as well" (R, 21, first-time mum, Blyth) 

 
1.3.​ Support from partners, family and friends can help new parents in a range of ways 

 
Information and advice 

●​ Having a ‘go-to’ person (or people) to ask any questions and help solve problems 
●​ A way to get reliable information and advice, without feeling embarrassed or judged from 

those they trust, especially peers who have gone through the same experience 
 
Practical support 

●​ Having an opportunity for respite from childcare responsibilities, even for just a couple of 
hours, can help parents to feel stronger, both physically and emotionally 

●​ A trusted ‘pair of hands’ helps to alleviate some of the day-to-day pressure on parents; so 
they can just do the simple things, like taking a shower 
 
Emotional support 

●​ Having someone who identifies with their adjustment to having a new baby (and recovery 
from birth) or the realities of having a toddler", helps to validate how parents feel - especially 
friends who relate to the same challenges  

●​ Having one or more people to regularly ‘check in’ with helps parents to feel less alone, 
particularly in the first 6 months - year when they’re more likely to struggle 
 
Having this type of ‘informal support’ has a significant impact on how parents with babies 
and toddlers feel and manage on a day-to-day basis  
 

"All my family live close by, we're a tight-knit family. I have this agreement with my auntie, she's 
going to take him two Fridays every month" (T, 29, pregnant with 2nd child, Catford) 
 
“I see my mum every day, we’re pretty much joined at the hip. So she helps me out” (L, 39, 
first-time mum, Armley) 
 
“His dad was physically around, most of the time, but emotionally absent. My parents and 
siblings were busy with work and getting on with their lives, I felt really alone” (K, 33, mum of two, 
Catford) 

 
1.4.​ Good informal support can help set parents up to thrive in the early years period 

 
Families in this sample often felt they benefitted from: 
●​ Extended family living in close proximity, either in the same or a surrounding neighbourhood 

(common in Blyth and Armley) or even in the same, multi-generational households (more 
common in Catford)  

o​ While family relationships for many were not without complication, parents still found 
they could access some type/s of support from their involvement  

●​ Local friends who have children of similar age groups or who have been through similar 
experiences e.g. difficult pregnancies, or have children with SEND 

o​ Parents gain emotional support from having an opportunity to ‘offload’ about the 
realities and challenges of parenting with those who can identify with them 

●​ Being part of a supportive community group with people they identify with, particularly those 
with similar cultural backgrounds to their own e.g. shared ethnicity or faith groups, including 
the church  
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o​ For accessing a range of support, depending on their personal involvement 
 
As a result these parents tended to feel: 

o​ Better placed to cope with day-to-day challenges  
o​ More confident and able to seek out help with parenting when they need it 

  
However, those without partners, family or friends actively supporting them tended to be more 
likely to struggle  
 
“I have a network of family like my mum and aunts, but it’s like a re-education for my mum on 
how to care for a baby, it has been that long” (H, 37, mum of one, Catford) 
 
“I was pregnant at the same time as my best friend and we experienced it together. I asked her 
everything” (J, 31, mum of two, Catford) 
 
“Our network from the church has been really important. I would have found it really really 
challenging if I hadn’t had the church community around me and lots of people to talk to about 
parenting” (T, dad of two, Catford) 
 

1.5.​ For parents experiencing multiple deprivation, a lack of informal support 
compounds not only their parenting challenges, but also the ability to establish a 
network of support around them 

 
In Armley and Blyth especially: 
●​ Lack of disposable income (and debt) is common, meaning parents struggle to go out socially 

due to cost (e.g. travel fares, refreshments etc.)  
●​ Areas of deprivation have little for young families to do, therefore there’s low motivation to go 

out and less sense of community 
●​ Prevalence of anti-social behaviour and crime (often associated with alcohol and drug use) 

impacts feelings of safety and desire to use local spaces, such as parks 
●​ For many, housing issues are further impacting their quality of life and means many don’t live 

in spaces well-suited for young children 
o​ These parents often lacked opportunities to meet or socialise with others 

 
“No one else helps anyone these days, there's no neighbours around. If you're struggling they'll 
phone social on you, rather than bring a meal round” (C, 44, pregnant with 4th child) 
 
“There’s people drug-dealing just outside our flats, I don’t feel safe to be coming and going” (L, 
39, first-time mum, Armley) 
 
Catford, by comparison, felt relatively less deprived: 
●​ Poverty feels less pervasive, with more green, affluent areas in closer proximity to social 

housing and tower blocks, means it feels easier to go out 
●​ A metropolitan area with an arts and cultural scene, with more accessible, free activities to 

help encourage parents out to mix and meet with others 
●​ Diverse population and an established, positive stance on multiculturalism, means meeting 

other parents and building a sense of community can feel easier  
●​ Good/regular public transport links make it is easier to get around and access services 
●​ However, parents can still struggle and feelings of safety can be impacted by antisocial 

behaviour, especially gang violence, within inner London areas 
 

6 



 

""My first was born in Lewisham hospital, but the midwife team were all in Crystal Palace. I had to 
go to Turnham health centre. I couldn't walk there, so I had to drive. I don't know what I'd have 
done if I didn't have a car. If I’d had to pay, I probably wouldn't have gone" (T, 29, pregnant with 
2nd child, Catford) 
 
Overall, parents experiencing deprivation tend to be less empowered and be more isolated, 
not only impacting them but also their babies’/toddlers’ healthy development  
 

1.6.​ Parents in less challenging circumstances are more able to develop informal 
support networks 

●​ Typically they have more stable homes and lifestyles, often with partners and friends more 
ready and available to support them 

●​ They’re also more confident in establishing new networks as they go through the process of 
becoming a parent (e.g. online via social media such as Facebook forums and new parenting 
apps, and in person, when meeting other new parents) 

○​ If they need information, they’ll find it, if they need advice, they’ll get it, if there’s a 
problem, they’ll fix it 

●​ Some also have the means to build new support networks where they’re lacking (i.e. through 
paid ante-natal classes or courses) 
 

These parents tend to feel relatively more empowered, outward-looking and predisposed to 
seek out services to support themselves and their baby 
 
“We did private antenatal classes, which were more of a social thing in a pub. It was good for 
meeting other parents who we could connect with after we’d the baby. We don’t have any family 
in London so it was helpful to meet people. It was good for the dads too” (S, 40, mum to 8 week 
old, Catford) 
 
“I’m on lots of parent WhatsApp chats and groups on Facebook. I’ve just met a group of mums 
who are all due a baby at the same time as me via the Peanut app. We’ve got a WhatsApp 
group, there’s about 17 of us now and we come from all over. People ask questions and share 
useful stuff, and probably lots of pictures when our babies are born!” (N, 30, pregnant with 2nd 
child, Armley) 

 
 

2.​ Parents’ journeys with support services 
 

This chapter outlines how the services that support parents in the perinatal period are highly 
influential in how they discover and interact with early years services and more formal support once 
their baby is born. If parents feel they are well-supported and trust the professionals involved, they 
are more likely to engage with services and seek out further support when they need it. Those who 
experience more consistent maternity care tended to feel more cared for, more able to access 
relevant advice and that they could access help with other challenges. In addition to highlighting how 
different experiences influence parents, the chapter introduces four typologies, defined both by 
parent attitudes to formal support and also presence of informal support in their lives: Thriving, 
Striving, Surviving and Struggling. Parents’ typology has a considerable bearing on what their 
onward journeys from maternity to early years services looks like.  
 

2.1.​ Many feel their journey with maternity services ends too soon after having a baby 
●​ Mums often felt they were discharged from midwife care before they expected, with fewer 

checks than they anticipated (i.e. baby’s weight and for some, their scar healing) 
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o​ Many were surprised that their emotional wellbeing was not more thoroughly 
scrutinised when ‘signed off’ 

●​ Health visitor interactions for many were brief and impersonal; focused on tracking baby’s 
growth and development checks, but not always perceived as ‘supportive’ 

o​ Some had only one or two appointments  
●​ Only a minority of mums established a relationship with a consistent midwife or health visitor, 

who typically guided them through to a next stage of services, therefore affording them a 
seamless support journey  

o​ This appeared to be mums who were identified as being ‘at risk’ 
●​ Many parents had a sense that support ‘falls away’ quite quickly and when they aren’t always 

feeling ready to ‘go it alone’  
 
“It's like, suddenly you have the baby, and even if you're in the hospital, they help you with 
the birth, then that’s it. And they’re like, ‘Ok, over to you now’ and you’re like ‘Oh right’, and 
that’s the starting point” (S, 40, mum of one, Catford) 
 
“I was out shopping when the midwife called me to sign me off. I could have just said I was 
fine when I wasn’t. Thankfully I was feeling OK, but some new mums probably aren’t” (J, 32, 
mum of four, Armley) 
 
“The midwife team gives you infant feeding support two weeks after the labour, then you get 
referred to the Health visitor and they take over. They are completely separate entities it 
seems” (E, 27, mum to 8 week old, Blyth) 
 
"”Between your 6 week check-up, and 9 month review, it’s a huge gap and you're just left to 
fend for yourself” (A, 31, mum of two, Catford) 
 
2.2.​ Maternity support service interactions are highly influential upon parents’ discovery 

and familiarisation with early years services  
●​ Some reported being informed during pregnancy and postnatally, about what services would 

be available to them when their baby arrived 
●​ This is a crucial period for parents to learn about what help exists so they are able to recall 

and benefit from this as need arises in the first few weeks and months 
o​ Having maternity appointments at the location where early years services are offered 

i.e. with their midwives or health visitors, or in order to register their child’s birth, 
indirectly helps to drive awareness of services  

●​ Where parents are also encouraged to reach out for help, and use of support services is more 
normalised, parents appear to be more open to doing so 
 
“When we left the hospital the midwife made themselves very available to us and told us 
about breastfeeding consultants we could access. We felt fully supported and we were made 
aware of baby A&E which was a relief” (S, dad to 8 week old, Catford) 

 
2.3.​ Positive experiences of maternity support are more likely to set parents up for 

further engagement with early years services 
●​ Those who recalled how it felt to be well-supported through their pregnancy and labour could 

more easily see the benefits of formal support 
○​ Those who had experienced caring professionals and/or appointments which felt 

thorough and comprehensive - “They told me what I needed to know” 
●​ The minority who experienced consistent midwife and/or health visitor care throughout were 

typically most positive and felt: 
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○​ More cared-for and supported in general - “They seemed like they genuinely cared”  
○​ Able to access specific advice more easily, “They said I could call them whenever I 

needed” 
○​ Supported with additional challenges impacting their lives - “They contacted housing 

support for me to find out where I was in the queue” 
 
Helped to build parent trust and shape expectations for how they could be supported, and 
acted as a gateway to finding further support  
 
“The health visitor came to the house to meet me for the first time yesterday. She seemed 
lovely and just wanted to check that I was OK” (J, 20, pregnant with first child, Armley) 
 
2.4.​ Parents’ attitudes towards receiving formal support further impacts how likely they 

are to engage with early years services once maternity care comes to an end  
●​ These attitudes range from those who are more open to receiving support, some more 

proactive, others more reactive), to those who are more closed (i.e. who are more passive, or 
even reluctant)  

●​ Four main parent typologies were identified in our sample based on both attitudes to formal 
support, and also whether parents had access to informal support in their lives 

●​ Parents ranged from those who were seen to be Thriving (or who were better set-up to 
thrive), Striving, Surviving or Struggling  

 

 
 

2.5.​ Parent typology has a considerable bearing on what the onward journey from 
maternity to early years services ‘looks like’ 

●​ Thriving parents are more likely to have a seamless journey, from maternity to early years 
services, typically based on their perception that it will be in their best interests to engage 

●​ Striving parents’ journeys may not be so linear as it can be practically harder for them to 
navigate to early years services after their maternity care ends  
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○​ However, they are inclined to engage with early years services because they perceive 
the benefits to their child, and often to ‘upskill’ and educate themselves, potentially to 
compensate for their lack of informal support 

●​ Surviving and Struggling parents’ journeys are more likely to ‘drop-off’ after maternity care 
ends and be more at risk of becoming cut-off from services that could benefit them in the 
early days 

○​ These parents may discover services later, out of necessity rather than perceiving the 
benefits to them earlier in their journey (e.g. more likely in reaction to challenges, such 
as concerns surrounding developmental delay or potential SEND behaviours) 
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3.​ Challenges and barriers to accessing formal support 
 
A number of key factors were identified as preventing parents from engaging with early years 
support services. These barriers can be categorised as relating to their previous experience of 
services, their awareness of early years support services and accessibility to them. The range of both 
physical and emotional barriers can result in many thinking that services are not ‘for them’ and are 
more for other people with a different set of needs. There are opportunities to make signposting 
more consistent, and to frame the offer to feel more welcoming and emotionally and socially 
beneficial for all parents. 
  

3.1.​ Experiences of maternity services negatively shaping expectations, and trust  
●​ Parents cited a number of circumstances which had caused them to feel let-down or at worst, 

at risk, during their maternity care, including: 
○​ Not being listened to by professionals during their pregnancy or while in labour 
○​ Professionals failing to respond to issues they were experiencing (either at all, or in 

good time) - ”they didn’t listen to me”, “they didn’t believe me” 
○​ Uncomfortable interactions – stern, uncaring, not feeling understood or respected by 

professionals - “They were rude to me”  
○​ Appointments that felt brief, even rushed, where they were not asked about their own 

wellbeing or signposted to any emotional support - “They didn’t ask me how I was”  
○​ Professionals giving conflicting advice/information (often in relation to breastfeeding) - 

“They all told me different things”, “I didn’t know who to believe” 
●​ A minority of people perceived they may have experienced prejudice and received a lower 

quality of care based on their background  
 

The lasting impressions that maternity services have on parents at such a vulnerable time 
can influence likelihood to proactively re-engage  
 
“I never saw the same midwife. They missed doing my blood tests. I was low on B12 but they 
never told me ‘til it too late, I became really low” (K, 39, mum of two, Blyth) 
 
“I went into MAU at 8 months [pregnant] and told them I thought there was a problem with 
the baby and I was in pain. I just knew things didn’t feel right, but they didn’t do anything. Two 
weeks later I was rushed back in and gave birth but I almost lost my daughter as they 
realised there was a knot in her umbilical cord” (L, 39, first-time mum, Armley) 
 
“All my labours have been quick. I told the hospital I was ready to push when they admitted 
me with my first, but they didn’t believe me. I’ve told them every time since but they never 
believe me” (J, 32, mum of four, Armley) 
 
3.2.​ Lack of awareness about early years support services in general 

●​ The consistency of signposting to early years services was reported to vary considerably 
●​ Some claimed they were not told at all, or given very generic advice to find further help by 

professionals during the perinatal period 
o​ “they told me to Google about what’s on” or “I was told to look in my red book” 

●​ Recall is highly likely to be affected by the extreme tiredness and disorientation parents may 
experience in the first few days following giving birth 

●​ While many claimed not to know about services and/or information for young families in their 
communities, the vast majority agreed they would like more of both 
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There is an opportunity both for more consistent signposting but also normalising service 
use so that parents feel welcomed to approach for support 
 
“I had family and friends, but I didn’t know who to go to for more help when I was a teenage 
mum . Now I use TikTok a lot, there are videos from health visitors and midwives on there 
from the NHS. I’ve found out about ways to help with wind and constipation” (C, 24, mum of 
two, Blyth) 
 
“Unless you sit and do the research online, you don't find out about anything. I found out 
about a baby group at the leisure centre where I work, through my work's Facebook page” (J, 
32, mum of four, Armley) 
 
3.3.​ Lack of awareness about the range of early years services available  

●​ Baby and toddler groups, and for some, parenting courses, are top of mind  
o​ Parents mostly think of these as things for mums to do with, or for, their children 

●​ Thriving and striving parents who were more proactive in researching early years provision, 
usually found out about more activities than were widely advertised 

o​ This included opportunities for subsidised activities, including baby swimming (L, 
Armley) and mum and baby yoga (S, Catford) 

o​ Some experienced these activities being under-capacity when they did attend 
indicating a general lack of awareness 

●​ Some who were already ‘in the system’ mentioned being told about services such as 
parenting courses when it was already too late to really benefit from them  

 
Detailed and timely information is key if parents are going to be able to make use of 
services. This highlights a strong opportunity to educate parents about the range of 
services earlier in pregnancy and on an ongoing basis, in order to help them in finding 
activities that suit their needs at the right time 
 
"I am a serial researcher. When I went to pre-natal yoga, it was often just me and I had a 
one-to-one session. They obviously didn't advertise too well" (N, 30, pregnant with 2nd child, 
Armley) 
 
3.4.​ Lack of knowledge about different support spaces (more of a barrier for Surviving 

and Struggling parents)  
●​ There is no established, ‘universal language’ about support places (mix of Family Hubs, 

Children centres, as well as Clusters and Community Hubs offering early years services)  
o​ ‘Legacy language’ for some carries negative connotations, such as Surestart in Blyth 

and Children’s centres in Lewisham, perceived as more for ‘families with problems’ 
●​ There’s also low awareness of how different services work together, in terms of the NHS, 

public health, social care and children’s services  
●​ Struggling parents in particular can be quite fearful about engaging with formal support 

services, especially those from more chaotic backgrounds  
o​ The association with authority and lack of clear distinction between support and social 

services interventions (compulsory) means parents often perceive a risk of having their 
children taken away if they seek help. Some reported knowing others who had these 
experiences 

 
Stigma and mistrust mean some are not being reached despite needing help and support. 
There is scope to create clearer communication around services and their intended users 
to debunk myths around the risks of engaging 
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“People are scared not to look like a good mum. If they are struggling at a hub, they wouldn't 
say they're not coping as they think their kids will be taken away” (C, 44, pregnant with 4th 
child, Blyth) 
 
“No-one ever told me about the children’s centre, I don’t know where it is. I thought they were 
for families who have social workers involved” (J, 32, mum of four, Armley) 

 
3.5.​ Perception of low support for parents especially for maternal mental health and 

support for dads 
●​ Lower visibility and perceived availability of support aimed at parents themselves means that 

many do not consider these as ‘for them’ 
●​ Some dads found there to be a lack of tailored information and support that could help them 

manage their own physical and mental adjustment to parenting  
●​ Overall, this can have a detrimental effect in causing parents to think they’re in the minority if 

they find things hard, reinforcing a false belief that they should be able to cope.  
o​ This in itself can deepen a parents’ sense of overwhelm and isolation 

 
This suggests an opportunity to increase awareness of more parent-focused support and a 
general reframing of early years services so these are positioned more for the whole 
family, both parents and their babies/toddlers  
 
“I felt really lonely and I just wasn’t me. I knew all those sessions they do weren't for me, they 
were for the baby. Baby groups are not my thing" (K, 33, mum of two, Catford) 
 
“I was interested in doing the ‘Mindful Mums’ course on the timetable, it’s run in conjunction 
with Mind. I’d been feeling a bit low and tired so thought it might help but it was all booked 
up for the next month” (S, 40, mum to 8 week old, Catford)  
 
‘It would have helped if there was a bit more support aimed at dads. A way of finding out the 
obvious stuff that you think you maybe should already know, and then are too ashamed to 
ask’ (T, dad to 8 week old girl, Catford) 
 
3.6.​ Low recognition of the benefits of using services to parents’ wellbeing  

●​ Surviving and struggling parents were less likely to be aware of how the process of using 
services can help them because this is not always explicitly communicated to them 

o​ Having a purpose to dress and leave the house, getting ‘fresh air’ from going outside / 
moving your body, having a goal i.e. to get to a session or group and the opportunity 
to meet parents with same-age children 

●​ Some failed to see how using formal support services would benefit them or their child more 
than what they could provide ‘informally’  

o​ e.g. Assuming if they play with their baby, they don’t need to go to a ‘Stay and Play’ or 
if they can ‘Google’ for information, they don’t need to ask anyone advice  

●​ Lower awareness of these ‘secondary benefits’ of socialisation and stimulation for mums, 
babies and toddlers, means opportunities can be missed 

 
These emotional benefits and opportunities to form new connections are not always 
realised. This highlights an opportunity to drive greater awareness about why and how the 
process of using services can benefit parents to drive uptake 

 

13 



 

3.7.​ Physical barriers to accessing to services commonly include travel cost, time and 
transport availability  

●​ These barriers tend to feel increased for those experiencing multiple deprivation 
●​ Some felt anxious about safety of travelling to support services locations (e.g. the near-high 

street location of the Children’s Centre in Armley) 
●​ Those living in closer proximity to early years services generally appeared more inclined to 

visit 
o​ Generally, greater opportunity for Catford parents with two Family Hubs either side of 

the centre, Bellingham or Ladywell (and the Kaleidoscope health centre) plus good 
local transport links and area proximity 

o​ Blyth Family Hubs, Central and West, are also located close to residential 
neighbourhoods also making visits easier for these families 

●​ Co-location with childcare or educational settings that parents already know/go to with 
siblings can also make these more accessible 

o​ e.g. Bramley Cluster and Castleton clusters attached to schools close to Armley, made 
it easier for parents to engage 

​  
“I live in Ladywell and my friend told me about the Hub. I come here for everything now, it’s 
round the corner from me, and I’m just lazy! I came here for baby massage too after seeing a 
poster on the wall about it” (Catford mum intercept, at Ladywell Family Hub) 

 
3.8.​ Further practical barriers to accessing services can especially affect parents with 

less informal support (Struggling and Striving parents) 
●​ Additional children - accommodating different needs and the logistics of going out with more 

than one child can be a real challenge. Some parents also worry that siblings may not be 
welcomed/accommodated in the groups 

●​ Requirement to pre-book - relies on planning and organisation which parents can find 
challenging. This also increases perceptions of formality and an obligation to attend 

●​ Language barriers - makes it more difficult for parents to book or practically engage when 
they speak little or no English (which was especially evident in Armley) 

●​ Scheduling - most activities are offered in the mornings and select age/stage groups are only 
offered on certain days which can exclude others 

●​ Specific on site requirements - e.g. private areas for breastfeeding for mums who want these 
 

This highlights the opportunity to think about how comms and the logistical aspects of 
offering activities can be addressed to reduce these barriers and encourage parents to 
re-evaluate accessibility  

 
“It puts people off, having to make appointments for everything. I used to look forward to 
getting my eldest weighed regularly. It was a routine, I would take him along and then I would 
ring all my family to let them know how he's doing" (N, 28, mum of three, Blyth) 
 
“A place where you can take kids of different ages is good as I'm going to be learning how to 
divide my time between two kids” (N, 30, pregnant with 2nd child, Armley) 
 
3.9.​ Apprehension about the new and unfamiliar often acts as an emotional barrier 

●​ Many parents find it difficult to push out of their comfort zone to engage with formal support, 
especially when they’re feeling vulnerable (and are potentially most in-need) 

o​ Some don’t think sessions would be worth the effort it would take them to go  
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●​ Services operating out of designated spaces, such as children’s centres and family hubs, can 
in themselves be a barrier to uptake as parents don’t know what to expect and it can imply a 
formality or including professionals 

●​ Parents often feel more positive about being in local community spaces, such as village or 
church halls, which they perceive as more relaxed, informal and laidback 

o​ They can feel more comfortable and familiar both with the space, and also with who 
else might be there (potentially more likely to be friends/family they know) 

●​ Places that generally feel more child-friendly, with toys, books and spaces to play, helped to 
create a more informal atmosphere 

 
This further indicates the role for potential satellite/outreach in familiar spaces and ‘going 
to where parents already are’. It also highlights the importance of making service spaces 
feel as relaxed and inclusive as possible  
 
“They tell us to ring, but you think you're being stupid so you don't ring. But you really need 
​help or advice. WIth my 4 year old, I felt like a new mum again [after having teenage 
children]. I kept asking myself, ‘is this right?’ If they came and checked it would be so much 
better” (C, 44, pregnant with 4th child, Blyth) 
 
“It’s so nice and friendly here. There’s lots of space and toys for the children to play with and 
they enjoy the songs at the end” (Catford mum intercept, at a church-based playgroup)  

 
3.10.​ Social anxiety is particularly challenging for some parents to overcome  

●​ Certain groups of parents were more susceptible to this, including those with more introverted 
personalities, those struggling with parenting or their own mental health, those who had not 
worked (recently) and those with little/no informal support 

●​ This was also felt more among parents who feared being judged and/or being ‘exposed’ as 
more vulnerable/less capable, including younger/teenage parents and single parents  

●​ These parents fear groups will be ‘cliquey’ or unwelcoming, and some ideally wanted to know 
they were able to go with a friend or family member from their informal support network 

○​ Those who had done this (sometimes after much convincing) were pleased they had 
and acknowledged the benefits  

Finding support needs to feel less daunting to parents who are likely to struggle. Parents 
need to feel these emotional barriers will be understood and that they can be supported to 
come (e.g. by driving awareness that friends and family are welcome to attend with them) 
 
“I was sent to a group and if you have social anxiety it’s hard, It’s quite cliquey, they all know 
each other and sit in a circle” (E, 27, mum to 8 week old, Blyth) 
 
“Behind a screen you're safe. I mostly read about baby stuff on Facebook and I watch Tik 
Tok. Some girls put a lot up, and it's reassuring. It's nice to see other girls' experiences" (J, 20, 
pregnant with first child, Armley) 
 
“My mental health worker said I had to go to things. but my anxiety sets me back and I need 
to get support to go there. I only really like going to places I know, I don’t have any friends 
locally who I can go to new places with” (R, 23, transgender parent to two, Armley) 
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3.11.​ Fatigue and frustration from dealing with other ‘services’ can also act as a barrier 
for some (more Struggling and Striving parents) 

●​ In addition to looking after their young child/ren, parents were commonly dealing with 
services regarding their housing situations, universal credit and other benefits, particularly 
those with less informal support (Struggling and Striving parents)  

●​ Those experiencing multiple deprivation were also more likely to be interacting with services 
about physical and mental health issues and debt problems 

●​ These interactions can feel draining and difficult to ‘fit in’ when caring for young children 
●​ Parents can become disillusioned about dealing with ‘services’, especially when put on long 

waitlists, such as for housing, and updates feel slow and infrequent 
 

"If you could have everything in one place it'd be so much easier. Sometimes it gets too long 
to be constantly searching each time for all the kids" (E, 32, mum of three, Catford) 
 

3.12.​ Despite the emotional barriers, many did not perceive the concept of virtual, online 
support to be preferable  

●​ For most, this feels impersonal and lacks the ‘human support’ that many may be seeking, 
especially in terms of empathy and understanding  

●​ Online ‘group’ sessions were also perceived to further reduce opportunities for parents: 
○​ To gain advice and help that is tailored to their needs 
○​ To meet other parents and share experiences  

●​ However, some parents who were more closed to support services overall (Surviving and 
Struggling parents) did feel that one-to-one online sessions or calls with professionals may 
help in the first instance to build their confidence, before engaging more fully with services 

 
In-person services are not in themselves a barrier, however parents do need help to be 
more receptive. This does suggest an opportunity to communicate more about the value 
and experience of face to face services and especially about how this can benefit parents’ 
emotional wellbeing 
 
"It’s good to have something to do, otherwise you could just sit in your dressing gown and 
pyjamas all day. And when you’re struggling, someone physically handing you a tissue just 
means so much more" (L, 39, first-time mum, Armley) 

 
 

4.​ Benefits and outcomes of accessing formal support 
 
This chapter highlights the wide-ranging benefits parents experience when they are able to access 
early years services. It recognises the benefits of different types of services depending on the stage 
of their early years journey, but many felt that it is support in the first year that is especially important 
for helping them to thrive. It highlights how parents see early years services having a direct impact 
upon their child’s development, as well as how these can benefit development of healthy parent-child 
relationships. Through support given by services, many feel more confident, connected and informed, 
and they experience an overall uplift in how they see themselves as parents. When services are 
integrated, parents can have a better support experience. 
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4.1.​ Engaging with early years services tended to have an immediate positive impact on 
parents 

●​ Most feel good about proactively doing something for their baby/child (and themselves) 
●​ Many benefitted from the sense of finding a support ‘safety net’ to help normalise their 

experiences and worries and to identify any issues they might miss 
●​ Some felt a sense of relief and reassurance to be able to share concerns with professionals 

and to seek help with these 
●​ Attitudes were slightly different among those who had ‘landed’ in services following referrals 

by social services 
○​ Parents appeared more accepting than so outwardly positive where they had been 

driven to engage rather than it being through their active, personal choice  
○​ However, these parents still perceived benefits to participation e.g. in group activities  

 
“I had a chat with a mum who had concerns about her baby not pooping properly. At these 
classes you can have open discussion on what works, and have access to different views 
and you can decide which might work for you and your baby” (E, 27, mum to 8 week old, 
Blyth) 
 
"It was nice to be around other mums in similar situations. I used to go when my son was 
younger. “You don’t even talk about mum stuff. It's just talking about TV shows sometimes" (A, 
31, mum of two, Catford) 
 
4.2.​ Services were perceived to be very welcoming and helpful by most parents 

●​ Depending on the type of service they engaged with, parents commonly remarked on: 
○​ Welcoming and friendly spaces and staff who make an effort to make parents feel 

comfortable (i.e. at Family hubs and children’s centres) 
○​ Engaging, energetic and experienced facilitators running group activities 
○​ Helpful and knowledgeable professionals who gave information and advice 

●​ Parents who had been apprehensive about finding support were typically put at ease 
●​ Language was not a barrier to inclusion, and those who spoke little/no English felt equally 

welcomed and supported, particularly by staff who also speak English as a second language  
●​ Some expressed particular enthusiasm for the rapport they were able to develop with staff, 

especially where they’d been given support on a one-to-one basis 
 

Many found it to be warmer and more supportive than they’d anticipated. And once ‘in the 
system’ parents tended to be more able and open to finding further support  
 
"I was nervous and Kate offered to come and meet me at the door and then show me around 
the centre which was really reassuring" (L, 39, first-time mum, Armley) 
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4.3.​ Parents found it easier to engage when services were made more accessible to 
them  
 

 
 

Outreach into places and spaces that parents are already using can drive both 
convenience and levels of comfort with accessing further help 
 
“Being able to see the health visitor and have her weighed together was helpful to get two 
things ticked off the list. It’s hard to get out the door when they're little” (S, 40, mum of one, 
Catford) 
 
4.4.​ Parents valued finding different types of support based on their stage in the early 

years journey  
●​ In pregnancy (third trimester) - All parents 

○​ Introductions to professionals who will be available to support them after their baby is 
born (i.e. health visitor, breastfeeding specialists) 

○​ Initiatives to welcome parents into support spaces (e.g. the ‘Welcome Parties’ offered 
by Blyth Family Hubs) 

○​ Discovering what benefits are available to support them in order to be better able to 
prepare and plan ahead (e.g. healthy start vouchers, free childcare eligibility etc.) 
 

●​ 0-12 months - Mostly Thriving and Striving parents  
○​ Continued ‘open door’ communication with their health visitor (rather than this ending 

after a couple of appointments) 
○​ Breastfeeding help - clinics, breast pump loans and regular follow-ups from staff on 

progress where mums have experienced difficulties 
○​ Baby weighing drop-ins and opportunities to ask further questions 
○​ Information/education courses on parenting, sleep, first aid (e.g. PEEP or HENRY 

courses) 
○​ Drop-in play sessions and other unstructured opportunities to meet new parents  
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○​ Infant massage courses, and other (subsidised) activities for mum and baby such as 
yoga and swimming  
 

●​ 1 – 3yrs - Primarily Thriving and Striving parents, and parents with emerging challenges 
○​ Socialisation and language development opportunities (particularly among parents for 

whom English is second language e.g. as in Armley) 
○​ Opportunities for sensory and messy play that they might not have at home (however 

some didn’t want this to be too messy due to cost/inability to wash clothes regularly) 
○​ Help with referrals to other professionals where further help was needed (e.g. 

paediatricians, speech and language therapists) 
 

●​ 3-5 yrs - All parents 
○​ SEND sessions for those with children with additional needs 
○​ After school club sessions which older siblings can also attend 

 
“The supported activities by the staff is great being a first time mam, it makes you know how 
to do it right” (Blyth mum intercept, at PEEP Babies) 
 
“I think the SEND sessions they do at the Hub are really good for him and are just much more 
relaxed. I wish they did more of those as it tends to be mainly around special occasions like 
for Christmas and Halloween, but I expect that they don’t have the funding” (L, 44, mum of 
four, Blyth) 

 
It was especially valuable to parents to have support from services in the first year of their 
baby’s life, especially for first-time parents 
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4.5.​ Parents recognised the benefits to their child as a direct result of accessing early 
years support services  

●​ Establishing a stable feeding regime - whether breastfeeding and bottlefeeding, where 
mums are supported to feel confident in their approach and challenges are addressed 
efficiently, it supports their baby’s growth and sleep patterns 

●​ Socialisation - going along to groups where babies and toddlers mix with other children and 
parents enables children to benefit from social interaction and develop more pro-social 
behaviour and confidence being around others 

●​ Mental stimulation - opportunities for different forms of play with a variety of toys and 
resources enables young children to be well-stimulated and drives their curiosity to learn and 
explore. Where parents attend courses such as PEEP they are equipped with ideas to support 
their baby’s learning and development at home  

●​ Physical wellbeing - sessions where active play and movement are encouraged helps 
children to develop coordination and gross motor skills where these opportunities may be 
limited in living spaces. Parents may also gain valuable information regarding nutrition, sleep, 
oral health and vaccinations which can all positively impact healthy outcomes for their child 

●​ Identifying potential problems - overall, simply spending time in the presence of 
professionals and with other young families, may also mean that issues can be detected and 
addressed more quickly 

 
“I've done three different courses now - Henry, PEEP and a sensory play one. And we go to 
Stay and Plays. They’re been really good and are helpful for giving me ideas of things I can 
do with her at home. A librarian also came to one of the sessions I went to and sorted out 
library cards for everyone and talked to us about the library, so we go there now ” (L, 39, 
first-time mum, Armley) 

 
4.6.​ Accessing early years services holistically supports the development of healthy 

parent-child relationships  
●​ For families where circumstances leading up to birth, or the birth itself, have been particularly 

traumatic, services can play a vital role in enabling parents to reflect upon and process these 
experiences 

●​ For others, being able to openly share their post-partum struggles with professionals and/or 
other parents can help them to normalise these feelings, feel less hostile towards their 
parenting challenges and supports more loving connection with their baby 

●​ Subsidised initiatives delivered by early years services including baby massage courses, mum 
and baby yoga and baby swimming that focus on positive connections between parent and 
child are typically embraced by the parents who discover them 

○​ Enjoyable opportunities which might not otherwise be available to them, that leverage 
their experience of early years parenting and help reinforce their bond with their child 

●​ More broadly, parents attending any activity session or course with their young child can 
benefit from the external validation that comes from simply ‘being seen’ as a parent, which is 
valuable in securing their bond with their baby  

○​ For dads in particular, this is a time where they can feel valued as a primary caregiver 
and external recognition of their role is helpful  

 
“I didn’t bond with my son at first, and I couldn’t breastfeed him, the idea of it made me 
cringe. My mum couldn’t understand it but when I met Kate, my family support worker, she 
helped me with lots of things and told me about a domestic violence charity who could help 
and understood what I was going through’ (B, 28, mum of two, Armley) 
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“My birth didn’t go to plan, I almost died. My health visitor referred me for a 12 week review, 
to help go through my unanswered questions about what went wrong and got my notes back 
for me” (S, 36, mum of one, Catford) 
 
“I was able to do baby swimming with her for £3.50 through the children’s centre which is 
cheaper than if you take them. I really enjoyed that” (L, 39, first-time mum, Armley) 
 
4.7.​ Additionally, there were a variety of benefits parents’ identified from services which 

they didn’t always anticipate, such as: 
●​ The routine/structure that comes from having a purpose to go out 
●​ Meeting other parents with same-age children at group sessions 
●​ Opportunities to get help with additional queries through informal interactions with staff 
●​ Low level mental health support from staff in support spaces 
●​ Finding information and advice about things they hadn’t necessarily considered e.g. 

bottlefeeding/changing teats, and the right time for nursery applications 
●​ Discovering other activities or programmes that could further benefit them 
●​ Finding out about additional benefits from support spaces e.g. free nappies, secondhand 

clothes supplies 
 

Using services helps to empower parents to feel more confident, connected and informed, 
and that they are doing their best 
 
“I’ve met friends through the hub and we've set up a group chat on WhatsApp. We keep 
adding more people and we arrange to meet up. It made me realise I wasn't the only one 
feeling low” (K, 39, mum of two, Blyth) 
 
“Now I've been, I'd recommend them. I’d say it’s useful, it’s time out of the house, to be 
around others and they are all thinking the same as you. They’re all experiencing problems 
too” (C, 24, mum of two, Blyth) 
 
“I love meeting a variety of mums, and seeing how babies are all different shapes and sizes” 
(Catford mum intercept, at Ladywell Family Hub) 
 
4.8.​ Parents identified a range of key outcomes from using support services 

●​ More Thriving and Striving parents generally welcomed: 
○​ Seeing their baby/child engaging, feeding and often sleeping well after activities  
○​ Advice and solutions to more ‘everyday’ problems and issues throughout their journey 

●​ Struggling parents, and those with specific problems to address benefitted from: 
○​ ‘Internal’ referrals to staff more equipped to help with particular early years problems 

(e.g. potty training, healthy eating ) 
○​ ‘External’ referrals to GPs or other specialists to help with specific challenges such as 

developmental delay and neurodiverse behaviour 
○​ Help with navigating additional challenges they’re experiencing (including housing 

issues, debt/finances, domestic violence, employment and benefits and mental health 
challenges etc.) 

 
Parents appreciate the information-sharing that results from services being more 
integrated. It helps them to access next stage support and avoid having to repeat their 
concerns multiple times 
 

21 



 

"I try to get out and do at least one thing a day, that might be a class or even just a buggy 
walk with a friend. I think it’s important to do things for her [baby] and me" (S, 40, mum to 8 
week old, Catford) 
 
“I really want to do my best and get things right with her” (L, 39, first-time mum, Armley) 
 
4.9.​ Being able to access a broader range of services more easily helps to ease the 

(multiple) pressures some parents are facing 
●​ Parents ‘in need’ really valued Family Hubs and Children’s Centres connecting them to other 

services, such as housing, debt relief charities or the Citizen’s Advice Bureau when needed  
○​ For some, having a staff member (e.g. health visitor or family support worker) to 

advocate on their behalf was particularly helpful and reassuring 
●​ A more efficient way to find support and address problems holistically is welcomed by 

parents, especially at a time when many feel time-poor 
○​ Some just don’t know where to start - especially younger parents and those 

experiencing overwhelm during their early years journey 
●​ However, not all parents accessed the support they were looking for via their Family Hub or 

Children’s Centre 
○​ In some cases, referrals resulted in children being added to waitlists and then parents 

were not provided with updates, nor were these subsequently followed up  
○​ Some found that their childcare providers (nurseries and pre-schools) sometimes 

seemed more equipped to ‘step in’ and expedite referrals on their behalf 
 

Service integration can mean parents feel better supported and reassured that their 
multiple challenges can be addressed in one space. However, if early years services 
cannot successfully deliver on this aim, it can result in parent frustration and drive 
inefficiencies 
 
"There's nothing worse than knowing what's out there but not knowing how to get to it" (E, 32, 
mum of three, Catford) 
 
"I've lost count of the number of phone numbers people have given me and I've phoned and 
I've been put on waiting lists, but they're long" (R, 21, first-time mum, Blyth) 
 
“One stop shop is a good idea, but I wouldn't go if I was a mum and said I had a drinking 
problem. It feels like you're walking into a net” (C, 44, pregnant with 4th child, Blyth) 

 
​  

5.​ How early years services can better support parents 
 
This chapter explores what services should ideally offer to enable parents to feel 
well-supported in the early years. It first identifies the universal needs shared by all parents 
that all services must deliver upon, and then draws upon the perspectives of service users to 
identify how these could be optimised based upon their experiences. It also offers a set of 
design principles that would help to address parents’ barriers and challenges to formal 
support services. 
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5.1.​ Parents share the same overarching need from support services; to enable them to 
do the best they can 

Universally, all parents want services that are: 
●​ Trustworthy: I need reliable and consistent advice and support, so I can trust what I’m told 

and I feel able to open up  
●​ Non-judgemental: I need to know I can share information about my situation, or ask questions 

without being judged 
●​ Safe: I need to know I’m not at risk of losing my baby/toddler as result of engaging with 

support services 
●​ Easy to access: I want to be able to find out what’s going on and for it to be as simple for me 

to get involved as possible 
 
5.2.​ Only a minority of service users identified a need for improvements to delivery 

●​ For most, accessing support had been a positive experience, however a small number had 
experienced some frustrations 

●​ These typically related to communication failures, where professionals had either failed to 
share information with them or else did not respond after parents had approached for support 
(e.g. breastfeeding specialists) 

●​ Additionally, one or two parents shared examples where they felt that one-to-one support 
they received was a repetition of what they already knew and too generic, rather than being 
tailored based on their history which they had already shared with services 

○​ The impact of such interactions cannot be undermined as they can prevent parents 
from getting the help they need at a time when it could result in improved outcomes 

●​ Better information-sharing and communication across teams as a result of service integration 
is likely to be beneficial in preventing these types of issues 
 
“You can feel like you are wasting their time. As first-time mums we don't know, and you feel 
like something’s not right, but they can make you feel like a burden” (H, 25, first-time mum, 
Blyth) 
 
“The health visitor came to our house when we were struggling to potty train and we just 
knew things weren’t right. She told us stuff like ‘blow bubbles on the toilet’ and we knew that 
wasn't going to work” (R, 24, mum of one, Blyth) 
 
5.3.​ Parents’ priorities for optimising support services mostly concerned addressing the 

support gaps they perceive at particular stages in the early years journey 
●​ In pregnancy 

○​ Availability of F2F (rather than online) ante-natal classes to prepare for birth and 
enable parents to meet other local expectant parents to help in developing a support 
network 

○​ Information about what they need to buy and how to prepare for baby’s arrival 
 

●​ 0-12 months 
○​ More maternal health support 

■​ Groups and ideally one-to-one opportunities to access help  
■​ Providing emotional, therapeutic support as well as more practical, coping 

strategies  
○​ More tailored support for dads (and secondary carers) 

■​ Sessions or resources designed to meet their specific information and support 
needs as caregivers 
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■​ Delivery potentially facilitated by a male staff member to increase resonance 
and comfort 

 
●​ 1 – 3yrs 

○​ More support with emerging developmental delay needs and behavioural help  
■​ Help parents to cope and behavioural strategies 
■​ Help with escalating referrals and obtaining updates, to reduce parent 

frustration and increase their ability to cope 
○​ More variety and diversity of activities for children, especially those aged 2+ 

 
●​ 3-5 yrs 

○​ More physical activities and learning opportunities through play  
○​ More outdoors activities e.g. mud kitchen, gardening clubs etc. (i.e. mirroring changes 

in the paid-for activity sector) 
 

“We didn’t know how to prepare for the birth, or how to care for a baby. We didn't know what 
to put in a hospital bag, no-one tells you, we had to look online ” (C, 26, dad of one, Blyth) 
 
“Most of the groups round here you have to pay for and we can’t afford that. We did try a 
‘stay and play’ at the community hall once but all the children were older and it was chaos” 
(R, 24, mum of one, Blyth) 
 
“I don’t really like playgroups, they’re usually chaos. It would be good if they have more 
educational play type of sessions and things that would benefit my 3 year old’s development” 
(J, 32, mum of four, Armley) 
 
"Parents need great stuff to take their kids to" (K, 33, mum of two, Catford) 
 
A number of design principles can be identified based on parents’ existing barriers and 
challenges, in order to improve attitudes towards and ease of accessing formal support 
 
5.4.​ Drive perceptions of early years services as a seamless continuation of maternity 

care 
●​ Manage parents’ expectations by mapping out the support journey earlier, building a positive 

narrative around continuous support, normalising parenting struggles and highlighting the 
benefits of accessing help sooner 

●​ Support and encourage parents with the transition to early years support services, ideally 
through sustained health visitor support in the first 6 months 

○​ Help to address potential anxiety about using family hub spaces by reassuring parents 
e.g. “'it's a really nice place, lots of different families go, you can get signposting to 
other types of support” 

○​ Where possible, co-locating maternity and early years services is ideal to build 
parents’ confidence and familiarity with engaging with more support 

 
5.5.​ Provide more early, consistent and specific communication in pregnancy to educate 

and build confidence to engage  
●​ Drive awareness of the range of services and their benefits, including the secondary, implicit 

benefits of support as well as primary aims 
●​ Address preconceptions directly e.g.. support is not just for those who are struggling, and it is 

not just baby groups 
●​ Promote services through multiple, relevant channels in both the local area and online  
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○​ Posters in public family spaces – GP, libraries, supermarkets, schools 
○​ Potentially more targeted promotion in more deprived areas  
○​ Online on Facebook (local groups and forums) and TikTok content to raise awareness 

of Family hubs - potential for national and locally-relevant content 
●​ Partner with local schools to be better able to signpost to early years services (especially for 

subsequent parents) 
●​ Target comms at informal support networks too i.e. partners, grandparents, siblings, to help 

drive awareness and encouragement to make use of these 
 
5.6.​ Expand opportunities to find formal support more informally  

●​ Increase flexibility of class schedules where possible, as well as creating more opportunities 
for parents to engage with services e.g. afternoon drop-ins 

●​ Remove class booking requirements to help overcome parent barriers where this doesn’t 
substantially impact service quality  

●​ Explore new delivery options that cater for different types of parents with different needs 
○​ e.g. More active/physical opportunities for parents such as fitness classes or buggy 

walking – aimed at making them feel physically better / energised 
○​ Expand links with libraries and leisure centres where parents can access a broader 

range of activities (ideally subsidised)  
●​ Promote informal, relaxed spaces, and a mix of more open & private spaces for chats and 

breastfeeding 
●​ Promote option of one-to-one support to make it easier for parents to ask for help 
●​ Navigation support to signpost and link into other services that families need  

 
In order to support those who may find it most difficult to engage, some additional design 
principles apply: 
 
5.7.​ Outreach to new parents who do not proactively engage  

TARGET: SURVIVING & STRUGGLING PARENTS 
●​ Early identification of those without informal support networks 

○​ Share information between GPs, midwives and HVs in order to recognise/flag issues 
●​ Proactive calls and home visits to aid parents to find support 
●​ Target places that parents going to already, especially for the most vulnerable parents at risk 

of ‘falling through the net’ 
●​ Use key ‘hooks’ to get mums to come – free stuff (nappies, clothes, food) and doing your best 

for baby, dads welcome too 
●​ Navigation support to signpost and link into other services that families need  

 
5.8.​ Help to facilitate informal support networks for parents who don’t have these 

TARGET: STRIVING AND STRUGGLING PARENTS 
●​ Professionals can help to build and facilitate connections between parents to develop their 

informal support networks 
●​ Create opportunities for pregnant mums to meet other expectant parents  
●​ A potential role for a more formalised network of parent champions / volunteers to provide 

peer-to-peer support and build parents’ confidence to connect with others 
○​ Social media platforms such as such as Tik Tok and local Facebook community, 

parenting and primary school groups, could help to drive awareness of this approach 
 
 
 
 

25 



 

6.​ Summary and recommendations 
 

6.1.​ In Summary: Support needs and experiences 
●​ Becoming a parent for the first time is a huge physical and emotional transition. The arrival of 

subsequent children can be equally challenging. Both result in a new range of support needs 
emerging for young families 

●​ There is a broad spectrum of support needs among parents and families in the early years, 
and especially for those experiencing multiple deprivation 

●​ Informal support can help set parents and families up to thrive, but not all are fortunate 
enough to have good support, or any network at all 

●​ Parents commonly experience their maternity care ‘dropping away’ after having a baby, 
sometimes without a clearly signposted onward journey to further, formal support  
 
6.2.​ In Summary: Challenges and barriers to accessing formal support 

●​ We learn as much about support and integration needs from non-service users, as those who 
have used early years services, by understanding what is preventing uptake among parents  

●​ Key barriers include: 
○​ Experiences of maternity services negatively shaping parents’ expectations and trust  
○​ Lack of awareness about early years support services in general 
○​ Lack of awareness about the range of early years services available 
○​ Lack of knowledge about different support spaces (more of a barrier for Surviving and 

Struggling parents)  
○​ Perception of low support for parents, especially for maternal mental health and 

support for dads 
○​ Low recognition of the benefits of early years services for parents’ wellbeing  
○​ Physical barriers to accessing to services commonly include travel cost, time and 

transport availability  
○​ Additional practical barriers to accessing services which can especially affect parents 

with less informal support to fallback on (Struggling and Striving parents) 
○​ Apprehension about going to new, unfamiliar spaces can act as an emotional barrier 
○​ Social anxiety which is particularly challenging for some parents to overcome (more 

Surviving and Struggling parents) 
○​ Fatigue and frustration from dealing with other ‘services’ which can also act as a 

barrier (more Struggling and Striving parents) 
 
6.3.​ In Summary: Parent needs from support services 

●​ Early years services need to demonstrate deeper understanding of parents’ barriers and drive 
positive awareness and ideally, greater access  

●​ Ideally, services should be agile to ‘step in’ and provide whatever level of support families 
need 

●​ Primarily, this should be to help parents with establishing the foundations for their baby’s 
healthy growth and development; physically, socially and emotionally 

○​ For some, this will include referrals on for diagnoses and specialist support 
●​ Other parents require more holistic support to address their lifestyle and personal 

circumstances, in order to help to support them in parenting and improving overall outcomes 
for their child 

●​ Therefore, while some stand to benefit from a deeper level of service integration than others, 
all can benefit from a seamless support journey that works effectively and efficiently, whatever 
their level of need 
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6.4.​ Key Recommendations 
Optimise Early Engagement Experiences 

●​ Parents need consistency in their experiences of maternity care and especially in being 
signposted to the next stages of support 

●​ Professionals need to engage in a way that acknowledges parents’ vulnerability and possible 
mistrust in order to set them up for the next stage of engaging with early years services 

 
Drive Awareness 

●​ Provide more comprehensive education about service locations, types and benefits to 
motivate parent engagement 

●​ Emotional benefits should be leveraged as well as the more obvious, practical benefits that 
come from engaging with services 

●​ Destigmatise and address concerns about the role and target users of early years support  
 
Increase Accessibility 

●​ Increasing availability of services would mean greater access for parents  
●​ Parents want more informality and flexibility to use services more on their own terms 
●​ Create relaxed and inclusive spaces, and for this to feel evident from the ‘front of house’ 

experience, through to open areas and to drop-in to when they need 
●​ Explore further support delivery options to cater better for the diverse range of parent needs 
●​ Prioritise first-hand in person interactions with services - ‘online’ is generally not perceived to 

be as comfortable or conducive channel to being supported  
 

6.5.​ Implications for Integration 
Insights from this research suggest that an integrated services model that benefits parents 
would support the following: 

●​ Information-sharing across professionals and organisations working with pregnant and new 
mums to better support them through a seamless support journey 

●​ Health visitors working in close proximity with Family Hubs and Children’s Centres, to aid 
transition of parents into hubs to create a safety net and to recognise when services need to 
be wrapped around families  

●​ Maternal mental health support service ideally to be co-located within hubs 
●​ More SEND provision, especially for 3-5s, to accommodate needs to help speed up 

identification, diagnosis and outcomes overall 
●​ More community outreach from hubs for the most vulnerable parents in local community 

spaces 
●​ Stronger links with libraries and leisure centres to help new parents discover a broader range 

of activities to take their babies and toddlers  
●​ Better support for parents to navigate to additional help - a tool or workforce that helps 

parents to find their way through (such as Family Navigators in Lewisham) 
●​ Communication and information-sharing with services outside of early years - i.e. housing, 

DWP/benefits, Job Centre, Citizen’s Advice Bureau etc - to support families more holistically, 
co-locating with representatives can aid this process 

●​ And finally, careful communication of the relationship and connection with social service 
support to parents to avoid this being a deterrent to engagement  

 
 

27 



 

7.​ Appendix  
 
7.1.​ Research methodology & sample 

●​ A mixed methodology comprising: 
○​ 30 x 2 hour ethnographic interviews with parents and carers of young families, held 

in-home or in local community spaces 
■​ 5 sessions were eventually conducted by video call due to parents’ availability 

○​ 6 x 15 minute follow-up phone interviews with partners (from two-parent households)  
○​ 3 days of intercept interviews and observations in family support and service spaces, 

with support from 4 parent researchers, trained to conduct peer-to-peer research for 
the purposes of this project to maximise learnings 

○​ 15 stakeholder depth interviews with frontline practitioners and service managers to 
provide contextual understanding of local parents and needs  

●​ Fieldwork distributed equally across three research locations: 
○​ Armley, a district west of Leeds city centre 
○​ Blyth, a port and coastal town in Northumberland 
○​ Catford, a district in London Borough of Lewisham, South East London 

●​ With early years parents and carers at different stages of their parenting journey, ranging from 
mothers in their third trimester of pregnancy to those with children aged 5, fathers and 
non-birthing parent/carers and mix of first-time and subsequent parents 

●​ The sample reflected the diversity of the communities living in each of the three locations with 
an overall skew towards lower income households (C2DE) and representative mix of: diverse 
heritage and faith/religious background, single parent households, young parents, parents 
with a disability/long term health condition and parents who identify as LGBTQ+  

●​ Different levels of experience with early years services were represented across the sample, 
from those who had accessed these regularly, to those who had had minimal exposure  

●​ Fieldwork completed in December 2024 - February 2025 
 
7.2.​ Actual sample breakdown  

Stage / age Parenting status Location 

5 x Pregnant mums  
(in third trimester i.e. 28 wks+) 
 

2 x first-time mums 
3 x subsequent mums 
 

3 x Armley 
1 x Blyth 
1 x Catford 

8 x New mums of 0 – 6 month 
olds 
 

4 x first-time mums 
4 x subsequent mums 

1 x Armley 
4 x Blyth 
3 x Catford 

5 x New mums of 7 – 12 
month olds 
 

2 x first-time mums 
3 x subsequent mums 

2 x Armley 
2 x Blyth 
1 x Catford 

7 x Parents of 1-3 year olds 3 x first-time mums 
4 x subsequent mums 

2 x Armley 
2 x Blyth 
3 x Catford 

5 x Parents of 3-5 year olds 2 x first-time mums 
3 x subsequent mums 

2 x Armley 
1 x Blyth 
2 x Catford 
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7.3.​ Observations and intercepts locations by region 

Armley Blyth Catford 
Stay & Play @ Armley Children’s 
Centre 

Weigh & Stay @ Blyth West 
Family Hub 

Rainbow Rhymes playgroup, 
Kings Church, Downham site  
 

Armley Baby bank  Forget-Me-Nots residents 
association house showaround 
and Baby and toddler club 

Rhythm & Rhyme @ Bellingham 
Family Hub 
 

Baby Weigh-in @ Armley 
Children’s Centre 

Weigh & Stay @ Blyth Central 
Family Hub 
 

Stay & Play @ Ladywell Family 
Hub  
 

Stay & Play @ Armley Children’s 
Centre 

Rhyme time @ Blyth Library  Baby Stay & Play @ Ladywell 
Family Hub  
 

New Wortley Community Centre  PEEP Babies and PEEP Toddlers 
@ Blyth Central Family Hub 

Baby Weigh in @ Bellingham 
Family Hub  
 

 
 

7.4.​ List of stakeholder interviewee roles 

Armley Blyth Catford 
Children’s Centre Manager 
 
 

Public Health Matron – 
Maternity, Children and Young 
People 
 

Family Hubs Group Manager 
 

Practice Manager, Families First 
Team 

Family Contact Worker Family Navigator for Family 
Hubs 
 
 

Project Manager, Families First 
Team 

Senior Manager Early Help and 
Prevention Services  

Family Hubs Programme 
Manager 
 

Children's Speech and 
Language Therapy Service 

Community programme 
coordinator 

Early Years Programme 
Facilitators x 2 
 

Family Health Workers x 2 Head of local residents 
association 

Senior librarian, Lewisham 
libraries 
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About Nesta 
 
We are Nesta. The UK’s innovation agency for social good. We design, test and scale solutions to 
society’s biggest problems. Our three missions are to give every child a fair start, help people live 
healthy lives and create a sustainable future where the economy works for both people and the 
planet. 
 
For over 20 years, we have worked to support, encourage and inspire innovation. 
 
We work in three roles: as an innovation partner working with frontline organisations to design and 
test new solutions, as a venture builder supporting new and early-stage businesses and as a system 
shaper creating the conditions for innovation. Harnessing the rigour of science and the creativity of 
design, we work relentlessly to change millions of lives for the better. 

 
 

 
 

About Neighbourly Lab 
 
We are Neighbourly Lab, a non-profit research and evaluation organisation. Our mission is to create 
stronger and more connected communities, This is because increased levels of social connect in 
communities creates a range of downstream outcomes that contribute to thriving communities. These 
include: social cohesion, community resilience, reduced loneliness and improved community health 
and wellbeing. 
 
We pursue our work in 3 interrelated mission areas, with a focus on those who would benefit most 
from greater support and connection. These are: Social Infrastructure and the built environment - 
identifying ways that places and spaces can be set up to enable connections and support be 
accessible to all, Inclusive Service Provision - helping our partners to better hear from their lesser 
heard and marginalised residents, so that services are designed to include and support all, but in 
particular those most in need and Accelerating Welcome -Supporting newcomers to settle well in 
their new place, accessing the connection and support they need to thrive. 
 
For more information contact hello@neighbourlylab.com 
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