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THE PARENTING FUND 2004–2011

Introduction

The Parenting Fund was established in 2004 to build and strengthen the work of the voluntary and in 
community sector with parents and families. There have been three rounds of funding, in which £43 
million has been awarded in grants to 355 projects: these have directly engaged 220,581 parents and 
91,471 children, through one-to-one or group support. Additionally over 1,000,000 parents, practitioners 
and children have accessed advice and information through telephone helplines and websites.

The Parenting Fund’s objectives were to increase the provision of parenting support services, particularly 
for less well-served groups, to develop a strategic approach to the provision of parenting support 
services, and in working closely with the local projects help them secure their future sustainability.

The breadth, range and diversity of all of the funded projects illustrates the capacity of the sector to work 
with some of the most socially excluded families, across 23 of the most disadvantaged local authority 
areas in England1. Projects complemented services provided by the statutory and voluntary sectors, 
through identifying and meeting the previously unmet needs of vulnerable parents and their families. 
These families would otherwise not have received services, or would have received them later and at a 
higher cost to society.

By pulling together information from reviews of all three previous rounds and an independent evaluation 
of the first two years of funding, this report considers the overarching achievements, outcomes and 
lessons learned from the Parenting Fund.

The managing body

The Family and Parenting Institute (FPI), in partnership with PricewaterhouseCoopers (PwC), was 
contracted as managing body for the Parenting Fund following a process of competitive tendering. Over 
the course of the three rounds the grant model evolved to deliver capacity building and infrastructure 
support, as well as the administration of the grant.

The Parenting Fund grant

In all three rounds of the Parenting Fund, projects from priority local areas in England were awarded 
grants to support parents from less well-served and hard-to-reach groups. Successful projects had to 
demonstrate that they would work with and support:

• Black and minority ethnic parents

• Parents with mental health problems

• Families living with conflict

• Fathers

• Parents with disabilities or who have children with a disability

• Parents of older children with challenging behaviour

1  See Appendix A for a full list of these areas
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• Parents with substance misuse problems

• Adult couple relationships

• Families where children are involved or are at risk of being involved with gangs, guns, knives and 
crime.

All three rounds of the Parenting Fund have focused on increasing the availability of parenting support 
services. The provision has taken many forms, including:

• Parenting courses

• Family support

• One-to-one support

• Support in groups

• Family group conferences

• Advice and information

• Workshops and seminars.

What worked for parents?

Overall the Parenting Fund rounds directly engaged 220,581 parents and 91,471 children through one-
to-one or group support. In addition, over 1,000,000 parents, practitioners and children have accessed 
advice and information through telephone helplines and websites.

In Round 3 Parenting Fund projects were asked to complete a short survey about the methods they were 
using to measure the effectiveness of the support they were providing for parents and their families, with 
examples of the results of the interventions and case studies to illustrate their work. 51 of the projects 
used external evaluation tools, such as the Parenting Daily Hassles scale, the Outcomes Star, SOUL or 
the Rickter Scale (see Appendix A for more details). 27 projects used a combination of in-house tools 
and external scales. Six projects appeared to be using no form of evaluation, and one did not respond. 
Nine projects did not provide outcomes data.

The following chart provides an overview of the number of projects funded, grouped by the target group 
they were working with – case examples supplied by projects are included in the main report to best 
demonstrate how the Parenting Fund worked for parents.
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Fig 1: Round 3 distribution of grant-funded projects by target criteria

The main report gives case examples under each of the ten areas of work. These are supplemented by 
statistics that the projects collated to measure what impact their work had on parents. There are further 
examples and case studies of these areas of work in Appendix A.

Supporting those in conflict

Projects in this category aimed to strengthen relationships in families living with high degrees of conflict 
and distress, or where parental behaviours compromised family wellbeing.

Speke Garston Domestic Violence Project set up a project to increase direct support to mothers who 
had experienced domestic abuse. It used a wide range of interventions, including one-to-one emotional 
and practical support, advocacy, one-to-one and group counselling, self-help workshops, and courses 
focusing on parenting skills and a wide range of personal development subjects. The project also 
recruited local women and survivors of domestic violence as volunteers, who received accredited 
training, work experience and support.

During the funding period a wider range of activities was established, including outings for children and 
parents together, and awareness-raising sessions delivered in local schools.

The project reported that mothers attending the programme had a better understanding of the impact of 
domestic violence on their children as well as themselves, and that supportive relationships were formed 
for a number of mothers who attended programmes.
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Mother, Speke Garston Domestic Violence Project

“The support of the project and the groups has helped me rebuild my life. At the women’s group 
we do courses such as stress awareness, self-esteem building and relaxation workshops. We also 
have discussions around abuse and the effects on ourselves and our children and how we can 
protect them.”

Supporting the couple relationship

These projects’ outcomes were:

• strengthening existing parental couple relationships (whether parents were living together or apart)

• assisting separated/divorced parents in conflict to better work together in order to minimise the 
impact of the poor parental relationship on their children.

Through the above methods these projects had the additional aim of improving the outcomes for the 
children of the parents they supported.

IMPACT – Family Mediation Service and Child Contact Centre in South Tyneside offers a 
range of support to parents, particularly regarding issues linked to separation and divorce.

They reported that after intervention:

70% of parents agree or strongly agree that they have now more awareness of the impact that 
high conflict can have on their child/ren

92% of men state that they have become more aware of how their behaviour affects their child/ren

Supporting dads

The approach of projects in this category was to promote active and positive fatherhood, with a particular 
emphasis on engaging fathers in their children’s learning and development.

In Round 3, some of the other projects working with fathers responding to the outcomes survey reported 
the following results from internal evaluations:

North Staffordshire YMCA
90% of non-resident fathers now play a more significant role in their child’s life

SCOPE North East Lincolnshire
75% of fathers are more involved in their disabled child’s care since attending the Face2Face 
dads’ breakfast group

Barnardo’s Liverpool
96% of fathers demonstrate more positive involvement with their family
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Supporting parents with a disability

These projects worked with disabled parents and their families to promote inclusion and equality.

Disability Croydon offer information, advice and support to parents with a disability, on all issues 
which affect their lives. They aim to eliminate barriers and empower disabled parents to participate 
fully in society, and increase awareness of disability issues.

100% of parents feel that using the service has stopped them feeling isolated, frustrated and 
disempowered

80% of parents feel empowered in taking charge of their own lives, especially their roles as 
parents. This includes accessing support with their parenting roles where affected by their 
disabilities

Support around mental health

The approach of projects in this category was to strengthen relationships in families where parents or 
their children have significant mental health problems.

Liverpool Personal Service Society provides innovative social care and support. Their Post 
Natal Depression Project is an innovative peripatetic service that works alongside children’s 
centres to provide outreach support for mums and families affected by post natal depression and 
other mental health issues.

They worked with over 300 parents and found that after engaging with their service that:

78% of parents have reduced their levels of anxiety & depression

72% of parents have engaged in their local children’s centre and local community

60% of parents have returned to work/training/volunteering

Working with offenders/justice

These projects’ outcomes were to support offenders and their families in order to improve the life 
chances of their children, and to offer effective interventions for parents whose children were vulnerable 
to gang membership or carrying knives and guns, so as to prevent the children committing criminal 
behaviours in the future.
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Barnardo’s Liverpool are managing a project called Parenting in Prisons. The project runs a 
range of interventions within prisons which improve parenting and maintain positive family ties. 
This includes parenting programmes, family learning opportunities, family days and extended 
visits. They also run interventions for prisoners’ family members, including parallel parenting 
programmes and family support.

They found that following their intervention:

96% of parents have shown an enhanced parent-child relationship

98% of parents feel that family communication has improved

Offering parental support

In this category the projects’ approach was to promote stronger family relationships and improved 
parental confidence.

Home-Start Kingstanding support vulnerable families who have at least one child under the age 
of five and who are experiencing a range of difficulties which without any intervention could lead 
to either a family crisis or breakdown. Support is provided through home-visiting by volunteers and 
through family group sessions.

They reported that post engagement:

100% of parents feel there is a significant improvement in their ability to access other services/
facilities in the area such as children’s centres

100% of parents feel there is a significant improvement in their ability to manage their children’s 
behaviour

90% fathers say that since taking the course their children’s behaviour at school has improved

70% of parents have reported decreased stress levels

Working to promote inclusion

These projects aimed to promote inclusion and equality by enabling the take up of existing services by 
disadvantaged, vulnerable, hard-to-reach and less well served communities.

Gingerbread in Manchester received funding from all three rounds of the Parenting Fund, so 
had a unique opportunity to develop a longer term project. Over the three rounds they directly 
supported 390 parents.

Gingerbread work with BME groups including Chinese, Bangladeshi, Polish and Somali parents, 
providing them with culturally sensitive and appropriate training around skills and employment. 
They have been successful in reaching single/one parent families in cultures where historically the 
voice of women has not been a strong one and significantly they have developed a blueprint for 
building links with hard-to-reach communities which could easily be adapted to other groups.

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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Working with substance misuse

These projects strengthened relationships in families where parental behaviours compromised family 
wellbeing, for example where parents were substance/alcohol misusers.

One25 in Bristol have been working for 14 years, benefiting women who are abused and 
socially marginalised through involvement in street-based sex work. Their lives are characterised 
by chronic ill-health, life-controlling addictions, homelessness and the daily threat of extreme 
violence.

With support from the Parenting Fund, One25 has recently opened Naomi House, a new 
residential family unit which safeguards the health of children born to substance-addicted mothers, 
provides support to women who want to change and to become equipped with skills to raise their 
children in a safe, loving environment.

One25 have been able to demonstrate how their work has helped parents with the following 
outcomes:

100% of parents have reduced the level of risk to themselves and others, for example through 
self-harm and behavioural difficulties

100% of parents feel more positively and actively engaged in their local community

88% of children have reached or exceeded national developmental targets of physical, mental and 
emotional health

Supporting young people

In all of the above categories projects were working primarily with parents, but with outcomes relating to 
both the parents and their children. However in this category outcomes were mainly for young people, 
as projects worked with them to promote stronger family relationships, often through intergenerational 
activity.

Sunderland Athletic Football Club Foundation work with young people and their families 
with the aim of increasing access and participation to positive activity, inspiring young people to 
achieve and raise aspirations, and contributing to safe, healthy and regenerated communities.

Their project has achieved the following results:

86% of children and parents have raised their self-esteem through working with the project

83% of children and their parents say their relationship has been improved as a result of the 
project

EXECUTIVE SUMMARY
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What worked for organisations?

As well as disbursing monies to the projects the Parenting Fund grant model evolved over the three 
rounds to meet the objectives of strengthening and building the capacity of parenting and family support 
projects, strengthening the local infrastructure available for parenting support work and helping the 
organisations move to a sustainable delivery model that reduces significantly their reliance on continued 
funding from the Parenting Fund.

To meet these objectives the Parenting Fund delivered and facilitated a range of activities throughout the 
seven years that it ran. These are summarised under the following headings;

• Capacity building – developing the knowledge of staff and trustees in order to improve 
organisational systems of performance

• Infrastructure support – the availability of cross-organisation resources and support

• Workforce development – improving the skills of the staff and volunteers around working with 
parents

• Strategic development – influencing national provision, evidencing best practice models, achieving 
recognition of the ability to work with unmet need and securing interest in this area of work for the 
future.

Capacity building

The Parenting Fund offered capacity building support to help the future sustainability of the projects in 
all three rounds of the Fund. In Rounds 1 and 2 the support was offered to the projects by Parenting UK 
and by independent consultants. The support was primarily directed towards measuring effectiveness, 
exit planning, and local networking; however, consultants provided advice and support on a range of 
organisational development issues, including governance and financial management.

Round 2 Parenting Fund project

“I’d like to report back on the very positive input from [the consultant]. In particular she helped 
to clarify our thinking in setting strategic objectives, designing an operational delivery plan and 
apportioning budgets. She gave advice on governance, costing, fundraising, marketing and 
HR. We learnt more in the time she was with us than we had learnt from other advisors over the 
past several years.”

In Round 3 the integrated consultancy package delivered by FPI and PwC consultants, which 
accompanied the grant, was more comprehensive than in previous rounds and was offered to all of the 
90 projects funded by grants. The package consisted of the application of a bespoke diagnostic tool to 
all organisations, which was then translated to an action plan. These plans formed the structure for the 
support that was offered over the following 18 months. This was delivered in two ways:

• Capacity building workshops, covering a wide range of organisational issues: monitoring and 
evaluation; business planning; communication and promotion of services; delivery of services; 
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managing and developing staff and volunteers; finance and administration; fundraising; 
governance and accountability; leadership; managing risk; and networking and collaboration. 26 
workshops were delivered in total, to approximately 238 practitioners.

• One-to-one tailored consultancy. Each project was offered a certain number of days of a 
consultant’s time to work through the issues that they had identified that they needed the most 
support around, for their organisational development.

Fig 2: Proportion of score changes across the 11 areas in Round 3
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98% of all projects who received this integrated support reported an increase in their performance in 
their identified area of organisational weakness. The highest proportion of self-reported improvements 
was in the fields of business planning, demonstrating outcomes and impact, managing risk, and 
communications and promotion of services.

Infrastructure support

In all three rounds of the Parenting Fund various types of support were provided to the projects as well 
as key stakeholders and agencies from the priority local authority areas to:

• Enable projects to influence both national and local policy around the parenting agenda

• Support the establishment and development of partnerships and referral routes

• Increase projects’ capacity to network.

In Round 1 of the Parenting Fund projects worked to build a strong infrastructure in the parenting field, 
both locally and nationally. In addition, stakeholders within the sector were consulted, and a report was 
produced on developing parenting support infrastructure which was used to inform the delivery model for 
subsequent round of the Fund.

This theme continued in Round 2: developing and participating in sector infrastructure was a central 
focus of some projects’ work, and a major component of others’. Parenting UK was contracted to provide 
professional support to the projects, commencing in September 2006. The support provided included:

• Joint workshops with FPI for all participating projects in each of the areas

• Professional support, forum membership, and free receipt of PUK’s evaluation toolkit

• Visits to funded projects by PUK representatives

• Joint work with FPI on developing parenting strategies with local commissioners.

The Parenting Fund delivered capacity building support to funded projects, leaving a legacy of a stronger 
sector better prepared for commissioning. In the Round 2 Transition Fund, and in Round 3, Parenting 
Fund projects were provided with support delivered by independent and PricewaterhouseCoopers 
consultants.

In Round 3, consultancy support was offered to all of the 90 projects through workshops and individual 
support. The aim of the consultancy was to upgrade skills, improve procedures, and strengthen the 
governance of the projects through tailored interventions addressing key areas of organisational 
development. Projects graded themselves in each of these key areas, and in all areas improvements 
were reported over the life of Round 3.
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A project in the North of England identified governance as one of the areas in which it needed 
support. This included succession planning: the long-standing Chief Executive was due to leave 
during the life of Round 3 of the Parenting Fund, and there had been little movement within the 
Board of Trustees for some years. The project is a well-established service, which was diversifying 
into broader parenting support and also establishing a second site in a new location for the first 
time.

The work done operated on many levels: one-to-one work with the outgoing chief executive; 
strategic planning work with trustees; work with the staff management team on managing a new 
project in a new area, and work with the new team on how the project fitted strategically with the 
wider organisational purpose. As funding came to an end, more work was done with the new chief 
executive and the board of trustees on an evaluation of the board. PwC also worked with the 
project on risk assessment and a skills audit.

Workforce development

As well as funding projects to support parents directly and building organisations’ capacity, the Parenting 
Fund also made a major contribution to the development and training of over 66,000 parenting 
practitioners across the country. These practitioners were drawn both from the grant-funded projects and 
the sector as whole.

In Round 2 the following examples demonstrate how funded projects were involved in workforce 
development:

Coram Family, the UK’s oldest children’s charity, provided both general and specialised training 
courses to enable practitioners to learn from good practice. They developed a 24-week core 
curriculum for working with parents, which was accredited by the Open College Network at levels 
two and three and which met the new National Occupational Standards for work with parents.

Parenting UK was funded by the Parenting Fund to complete and field test National Occupational 
Standards for work with parents. The diverse nature of content, style, providers and beneficiaries 
of parenting support means that this was an essential piece of work for the parenting field.

The Race Equality Foundation worked with voluntary and community organisations to deliver 
the evidence-based parenting programme Strengthening Families, Strengthening Communities 
in Birmingham. They provided access to training, expert supervision to agencies in programme 
delivery, and pump-priming money to begin delivery and help in preparing the infrastructure 
of local voluntary and community organisation for local commissioning. They implemented 
a structured quality assurance system and supported facilitators to implement the National 
Occupational Standards.

In Round 3 the work was mainly directed towards the development of services for hard-to-reach groups. 
Additional specialist training programmes were also developed during this period, and over 5,000 
practitioners were provided with training.
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Strategic support

A key element throughout the Parenting Fund rounds has been to influence and leave a positive legacy 
upon parenting support provision and practice within and beyond the local priority areas and at a national 
level. Strategic support to the sector was delivered in two ways:

• By contracting strategic organisations to develop and deliver toolkits, training materials and to host 
learning events

• Through the Parenting Fund grants.

Contracted strategic organisations

One of the specifications for the Fund was to draw on the expertise of the department’s key strategic 
organisations to share resources with local projects in the priority areas listed below:

• Working with fathers and male carers

• Working with marginalised families, BME communities, and the hardest to reach

• Working with the parental couple, living together or apart.

• The parental couple relationship

• Inclusion in family support.

The products developed and provided by the strategic organisations included a wide range of toolkits, 
training packs and online learning/support materials, which were made available at no cost to the 
Parenting Fund grant-funded organisations. In addition, organisations carried out a review of the clinical 
tools available to measure the relationship satisfaction of couples, and produced a report on their 
findings.

Over the two years that these resources were available, take-up appears to have been limited, and 
it is unclear what influence or impact they have had on practice or services. The limited take-up of 
the resources may be attributable to the way the offer was marketed and delivered by the Parenting 
Fund, which may lead to questions about the capacity of the team to commission a range of products 
effectively whilst delivering a major grants programme. There may be a capacity issue within the sector: 
a plethora of tools and materials are available for managers and practitioners, but the time available for 
staff to use tools and learning aids is limited. The intention is that the department will seek to build on this 
activity and associated resources through further discussion with the organisations involved on how best 
to disseminate more widely.

Grant funded work

Many Parenting Fund projects aimed to have a strategic input in their locality or indeed nationally, as 
demonstrated in the example below:
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The Family Rights Group case study

The Family Rights Group Fathers Matter programme, worked through all three rounds of the 
Parenting Fund to improve the safe engagement of fathers, in the care of, and decisions about, 
their children’s lives.

In Round 3, the project provided hands-on support to five Parenting Fund local authorities, 
including Southwark and Southampton, to help embed best practice on working with fathers. It 
ran four Fathers Matter training courses for social workers with subsidised places for those from 
Parenting Fund localities. It also undertook action research in child welfare in five Parenting Fund 
localities on working with fathers who are violent within the home.

The project ran conferences, developed consultancy and training, developed a series of FAQs 
for fathers on the Family Rights Group website, and produced an e-learning resources pack for 
training social workers including podcasts made with fathers and practitioners from parenting fund 
authorities. It also produced a series of publications reporting the findings of the action research 
and reviewing international good practice on domestically abusive fathers.

The Parenting Fund projects successfully demonstrated strategic influence and recognition through 
industry awards such as:

• GlaxoSmithKline IMPACT Awards

• Children and Young People Awards

• The Queen’s Awards for Voluntary Service

• The Matrix Excellence Awards

• The Guardian Charity of the Year Award

• Howard League Community Programmes Awards.

Finally, some Round 3 projects sought validation for their practice from the Centre for Excellence and 
Outcomes in Children and Young People’s Services (C4EO). C4EO welcomes submissions from projects 
which lead to significantly improved outcomes for young people and their families.

My Time’s Family Action for Choice Tomorrow programme in Birmingham, aimed at families with multiple 
and dysfunctional risk issues, including negative behaviour by the father (domestic violence or mental 
illness), achieved Validated Local Practice, and One25 in Bristol, which works with sex workers with 
addiction problems and their families, was validated as an example of Promising Practice and invited to 
reapply a year later when the service had been running longer.
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Key lessons and conclusions

Parenting support services

• Best practice in working with parents has been developed by projects, with some achieving 
external recognition through C4EO validation, for example, as well as success with industry 
awards. There was potential for other projects to achieve similar recognition of good practice; 
however, many projects lacked the organisational capacity to do so.

• Parents recognise the value of good quality parenting support services, as demonstrated in FPI’s 
consultation in Round 1 on what parents want from parenting support.

Demonstrating impact

• Evaluation of the effectiveness of services is crucial there is much work that needs to be done in 
the parenting sector to develop and implement systems which demonstrate good outcomes and 
positive impact.

• Future grant models should consider building a frame for systematic evaluation in to the managing 
body contract. This would allow for evidence of the benefits and impact of funding to be gathered 
in a systematic way in order to develop findings with a longer legacy and broad relevance across 
sectors.

Joined-up local working

• Geographical and organisational boundaries can present barriers to joint working and 
commissioning. In many areas it was not clear who held the money for commissioning services or 
how much was available.

• Good relationships between providers and commissioners on the ground are crucial to the effective 
coordination and development of services. Successful joined-up working requires a critical mass 
of projects, consistent senior statutory involvement, and statutory sector partners who value 
information-sharing and collaborative working. However, changes to policy and funding priorities 
often leads to loss of key personnel, which makes these important partnerships more difficult to 
sustain.

Supporting organisational development

Having a flexible and responsive model of supporting organisational development was particularly valued 
by the projects. The support of a ‘critical friend’ who provides external objectivity helped organisations 
deal with extremely complex and sensitive dilemmas which could have had potentially extremely serious 
consequences for the organisations.

• Any commitment to capacity building needs sponsorship from senior members of staff and board 
members: it cannot be carried out without their approval and engagement.

• It is important to note that even when capacity building is ‘free’ it has a cost to the organisation in 
terms of staff time and other resources; this can be a particular issue for smaller organisations.
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• Organisations frequently initially underestimate how much capacity building support they require. 
This makes the use of a diagnostic tool that establishes organisational need particularly valuable.

• In the current financial climate, some voluntary organisations are considering other options which 
may include mergers and joint bidding for contracts. These raise complex governance, financial 
and legal issues for organisations and further expert support is needed in this area.

About the funding method and model

• The Parenting Fund ran for seven years and was made up of separate funding rounds. The 
Fund has been effective in funding many different services and increasing the breadth of reach 
to families and practitioners. However, opportunities to develop long term evidence-based 
interventions have been limited by the rolling funding cycles which meant that no single grant was 
guaranteed for more than two years.

• The decision to contract out the Parenting Fund Managing Body role to a voluntary sector and 
private sector partnership was innovative and bold. FPI’s contractual partnership with PwC has 
been effective and productive, with the skills and the experience of the voluntary and private sector 
combining well.

• Involving local authorities in the grant funding process right from the beginning, and devolving 
more local strategic work, such as capacity building and infrastructure support, to local champions 
and networks helps improve communication between community and voluntary sector projects and 
the statutory sector.
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The Parenting Fund was established in 2004 by the Department for Education. It enabled the 
voluntary and community sector to develop parenting support in England.

The Parenting Fund was managed by the Family and Parenting Institute.

The Family and Parenting Institute gratefully acknowledges the support of the Department 
for Education in managing the Parenting Fund and producing this publication.

There is no such thing as an average family. The Family and Parenting Institute 
champions families. We are an independent charity working for a family 
friendly society which recognises the whole family, values families in all their 
diversity, and promotes conditions which enable families to thrive. We draw on 
research and evidence to influence policy and offer practical solutions to make 
society more family friendly.
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