
Why is it important to build 
parents’ caregiving skills?

Young children experience 
their world as an environment 
of relationships, the quality 
and stability of which are 
critical in shaping all aspects 
of their development (1). How 
young children develop in this 
environment of relationships has 
particularly important implications 
for the brain architecture that lays 
the foundation for later skills and 
capacities to be used throughout 
their lifetime (1). Often the most 
significant relationship in a young 
child’s life is that which they 
experience with their parent or 
primary caregiver. The parent may 
be any adult, biologically related 
to the child or not, who fulfils the 
caregiver role (2). The single most 
common research finding for 
children who, in circumstances 
of adversity, develop well, is the 
experience of at least one stable 
and responsive relationship with a 
parent or caregiver (3). 

It is a commonly-held view among 
the public that parenting develops 
naturally or automatically, and 
that parenting behaviours are 
firmly entrenched and difficult to 
change (4). However, parenting 
is “a conscious, skill-based 
practice that can be intentionally 
improved” to help shape a 

broad range of developmental 
outcomes for children (4).

Effective parenting strives to 
meet a child’s biological needs 
of safety, protection, love and 
interaction, while supporting 
key developmental processes 
of learning and exploration (4). It 
should also nurture and stimulate 
a child’s physical, emotional, 
cognitive and social development 
with the ultimate aim of enabling 
children to successfully participate 
in, and contribute to society, while 
also allowing them to experience 
an enjoyable and rewarding life, 
in which they have a positive 
sense of identity and can relate 
well to others (4,5).

The landmark UK longitudinal study 
that followed almost 3000 children 
from 1997 to 2013, the Effective 
Provision of Pre-school Education 
(EPPE), found the effect sizes of 
parenting were twice to three 
times as influential as preschool 
childcare (6). The study also 
highlighted the powerful effects of 
the home learning environment, 
which was found to be more 
important for intellectual and 
social development than parental 
income, education or occupation 
(6). The findings from the EPPE study 
led authors to conclude “what 
parents do is more important than 
who parents are” (7).

Parenting is crucial 
in shaping multiple 
aspects of children’s 
development, which lays 
the foundation for later 
skills and capacities to 
be used throughout their 
lifetime.

Parents are fundamental 
in cultivating their child’s 
self-regulation.

Sensitive, responsive and 
consistent caregiving 
(“serve and return” 
interactions) are vital in 
shaping young children’s 
brain development.

Some parents may 
face significant stressors 
that severely limit their 
capacity to parent 
effectively, leading to 
a breakdown in the 
provision of sensitive, 
responsive and 
consistent care.

Parenting can 
be intentionally 
improved through skill-
based practice, as 
demonstrated through 
the use of effective 
parenting programs.
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What are the skills that parents need?

Parents are a particularly powerful influence 
in shaping key aspects of young children’s 
socio-emotional development, including their 
self-regulation and emotional understanding 
(8). Parents are also fundamental in cultivating 
their child’s ability to comprehend their own 
emotions and the emotions of others and 
determine appropriate responses to these 
affective states. Specific parenting strategies 
can assist in their child’s adaptive socio-
emotional development, including engaging 
children in conversations about their feelings, 
providing guidance in labelling and decoding 
emotions, and explaining the causes and 
consequences of different emotions (8). 
Providing a language-rich environment 
for young children can also facilitate their 
emotional understanding and self-regulation. 
For instance, through book reading, 
verbalisations of different emotional states and 
emotion-laden language in everyday social 
interactions, young children can learn how to 
understand and talk about their own feelings as 
well as comprehend the emotional experiences 
of others and respond appropriately (8).

The quality of the parent-child bond (or 
attachment) stemming from early infancy is 
critical to young children’s socio-emotional 
development and it is from their interactions 
within this relationship that children acquire a 
basic understanding of how relationships work 
(8). Through experiencing their primary caregiver 
as a secure base from which to explore the 
world, and a safe haven to return to, infants 
are reassured that their parent is available and 
responsive, and ready to assist, encourage and 
support them as they encounter challenging 
circumstances and manage difficult emotions (9). 

An insight into the science of early childhood 
reveals the vital role of sensitive, responsive, 
consistent caregiving in shaping young 
children’s brain development. Parental 
responsiveness includes understanding of 
an infant’s needs and interests through 
responding to their signals in a prompt 
and sensitive manner (10). Through these 
reciprocal and dynamic “serve and return” 
interactions between young children and 

their parents, neural connections that form 
the architecture of the developing brain are 
built and strengthened (3). This complex brain 
circuitry then forms the cornerstone for the 
development of communication and social 
skills (3). Environments that do not provide 
appropriate stimulation and positive early life 
experiences (this includes a poverty of words, 
touch and social interactions) can compromise 
the development of important foundational 
capacities of the brain (3).

What about parents who are 
experiencing adversity?

Some parents may face significant stressors 
that strain their “bandwidth” and limit their 
capacity to parent effectively (4). A breakdown 
in “serve and return” interactions among 
parents and their children may occur as an 
outcome of exposure to multiple factors, 
including economic hardship, social isolation, 
poor adult mental health, chronic disease and 
substance abuse (11). The provision of responsive 
care is essential for healthy child development. 
A persistent absence of responsive care 
can seriously compromise child wellbeing. 
The magnitude can vary from occasional 
inattention to chronic under-stimulation and 
severe neglect. Chronic under-stimulation can 
result in developmental delays and severe 
neglect can lead to significant developmental 
impairments and may even pose an immediate 
threat to health and survival (11). 

The absence of responsive care can lead 
to persistent activation of a young child’s 
stress response system, which over time can 
disrupt and weaken brain architecture and 
compromise their ability to cope effectively 
with adversity. Children experiencing chronic 
neglect are also at risk for emotional and 
behavioural difficulties, deficits in cognitive and 
executive function, as well as impaired immune 
system responses and abnormal physical 
development (11). Research on the biology of 
stress shows that toxic stress, in which there 
is prolonged or excessive activation of stress 
response systems, can have lifelong adverse 
impacts on the learning, behaviour and health 
of a child (3).
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How can parents be supported to build 
these skills? 

The quality of parenting a child experiences 
is a key factor to be targeted through 
preventive interventions. There are a wide 
range of Australian and International parenting 
programs that target various child, parent and 
family outcomes (2). For instance, the Circle 
of Security intervention aims to increase child 
attachment security and optimise caregivers’ 
relational capacities (12).

A recent analysis of parenting programs 
conducted by the Parenting Research Centre 
found 34 international and 25 Australian 
programs with strong evidence (including 
Multisystemic Therapy, Incredible Years, 
Nurse Family Partnership), with only two 
programs with strong evidence at both the 
international level and within Australia (Triple 
P and Parent-Child Interaction Therapy) (2). A 
number of recent systematic reviews from the 
Cochrane Database also support the use of 
parenting programs, to improve the short-term 
psychosocial wellbeing of parents (13), parental 
responsiveness among teenage parents (14), 
and the emotional and behavioural adjustment 
of children under three years of age (15).

Evaluations of parenting programs suggest they 
hold much promise for improving outcomes for 
children and families. However, intervention 
variability in early childhood interventions is 
high and there are no universally applicable 
solutions (16,17). Furthermore, existing evaluations 
are considerably limited by a lack of high-
quality research (16). To further our knowledge 
in this area, it is not only necessary to invest in 
rigorous program evaluations, but also to adopt 
an expanded definition of evidence which can 
illuminate an understanding of “what works for 
whom and why in different contexts” (3,17).

What matters in parenting education 
programs? 

The experimental clinical research of the 
past four decades has shown that structured 
parenting programs that use social learning 
models are some of the most effective 
interventions to improve the mental health and 
wellbeing of children (18,19). Parenting programs 
should address ‘at risk’ populations (20) and 

incorporate inclusive, non-stigmatising practices 
(19,21), as well as ensuring program flexibility to 
meet the specific needs of client groups (19,20). 
Such programs should provide parents with 
opportunities for active learning, coaching and 
sustained support for skill development (3,19), and 
home visiting programs should be delivered 
by highly trained and qualified personnel. The 
rapport and trust in the relationship between 
the educator and parent is also important (22). 

At present, there appears to be insufficient 
evidence surrounding the use of parenting 
programs to effectively address risk from 
physical abuse or neglect, thus highlighting the 
urgent need for research in this area (23).  It is 
also widely acknowledged that there is a lack 
of father involvement in parenting research 
(24). There is a paucity of research on parenting 
education programs developed specifically for 
Indigenous families in Australia (25).

Conclusion

Poor parenting and its associated adverse 
effects on child development can have 
widespread social, economic and public 
health implications, and has been implicated 
in deeply entrenched social issues such 
as substance abuse, criminality, welfare 
dependence, and mental and physical health 
challenges (4). Yet, research suggests that 
there is much opportunity to help adults build 
their core capabilities to cope with adversity 
and manage parenting effectively to provide 
optimal support for their child’s development 
(26). Finding more effective ways to support 
parents can positively enhance family, civic 
and community life in Australia and reduce 
social disparities that can have critical public 
health and economic implications for society as 
a whole (4). 

To achieve such breakthrough impacts in early 
childhood, it is necessary to integrate multiple 
sources of knowledge and build a dynamic 
learning community with the capacity to use 
all available evidence effectively (17). Through 
strategic collaboration that brings together 
the expertise and resources of stakeholders 
across diverse sectors, we can help realise 
“the importance of good early childhood 
development as a fundamental right of 
every child” (17).
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IMPLICATIONS FOR POLICY AND PRACTICE

Poor parenting can have serious adverse effects on child development, which can be 
ameliorated by the appropriate use of effective parenting programs.

Research evidence supports the effectiveness of a range of parenting programs both in 
Australia and internationally.

Parenting programs should target at-risk populations and should be inclusive, flexible and 
non-stigmatising.

Further research should be directed towards the careful design and rigorous evaluation of 
parenting programs, and should also aim to determine “what works for whom and why in 
different contexts”.

Programs are needed to effectively address:   father involvement
        risk from physical abuse or neglect 
        Indigenous children and families

References
1.  Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University. Young children develop in an environment of 

relationships [Internet]. 2004. Available from: http://www.developingchild.net
2.  Parenting Research Centre. Evidence review: An analysis of the evidence for parenting interventions for 

parents of vulnerable children aged up to six years. 2013;(June). 
3.  Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University. From best practices to breakthrough impacts: A 

science-based approach to building a more promising future for young children and families. 2016. 
4.  Volmert A, Kendall-Taylor N, Cosh I, Lindland E. Perceptions of Parenting: Mapping the gaps between expert 

and public understandings of effective parenting in Australia [Internet]. Parenting Research Centre. 2016. 
Available from: http://www.parentingrc.org.au/index.php/perceptions

5.  Grusec JE, Sarıtaş D, Daniel E. The nature of effective parenting: Some current perspectives. In: Landry SH, 
Cooper CL, editors. Wellbeing in Children and Families. West Sussex, UK: Wiley; 2014. p. 157–77. 

6.  Melhuish E, Sylva K, Sammons P, Siraj-Blatchford I, Taggart B, Phan M. Effects of the Home Learning 
Environment and preschool center experience upon literacy and numeracy development in early primary 
school. J Soc Issues. 2008;64(1):95–114. 

7.  Sylva K, Melhuish E, Sammons P, Siraj-Blatchford I, Taggart B. The Effective Provision of Pre-School Education 
(EPPE) Project: Findings from pre-school to end of key stage1. 2004; 

8.  Ayoub C., Bartlett JD, Swartz MI. Parenting and early intervention: The impact on children’s social and 
emotional skill development. In: Landry S, Cooper C, editors. Wellbeing in Children and Families. West Sussex, 
UK: Wiley; 2014. p. 179–210. 

9.  Bowlby RJ., Gaitling A. A secure base: Clinical applications of attachment theory. New York: Routledge 
classics; 2005. 

10.  Landry SH, Smith KE, Swank PR. Responsive parenting: Establishing early foundations for social, 
communication, and independent problem-solving skills. Dev Psychol. 2006;42(4):627–42. 

11.  Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University. The science of neglect: The persistent absence of 
responsive care disrupts the developingbrain [Internet]. 2012. Available from: http://www.developingchild.
harvard.edu

12.  Huber A, McMahon CA, Sweller N. Efficacy of the 20-week circle of security intervention: Changes in 
caregiver reflective functioning, representations, and child attachment in an Australian clinical sample. 
Infant Ment Health J [Internet]. 2015 Nov;36(6):556–74. Available from: http://doi.wiley.com/10.1002/
imhj.21540

13.  Barlow J, Smailagic N, Huband N, Roloff V, Bennett C. Group-based parent training programmes for 
improving parental psychosocial health ( Review ) COCHRANE DATABASE SYST. REV. 201;(6): CD002020

Parenting skills for socio-emotional development in early childhood

CoLab Parenting skills evidence review.indd   4 29/03/2017   10:01:20 AM



5
colab.telethonkids.org.au 

Parenting skills for socio-emotional development in early childhood

14.  Barlow J, Smailagic N, Bennett C, Huband N, Jones H, Coren E. Individual and group based parenting 
programmes for improving psychosocial outcomes for teenage parents and their children. Cochrane Database 
Syst Rev. 2011;(3):CD002964. 

15.  Barlow J, Smailagic N, Ferriter M, Bennett C, Jones H. Group-based parent-training programmes for improving 
emotional and behavioural adjustment in children from birth to three years old. Cochrane Database Syst Rev. 
2010;(3):CD003680. 

16.  Jha T. Early childhood intervention : Assessing the evidence [Internet]. 2016. 1-34 p. Available from: https://www.
cis.org.au/publications/research-reports/early-childhood-intervention-assessing-the-evidence

17.  Shonkoff JP, Radner JM, Foote N. Expanding the evidence base to drive more productive early childhood 
investment. Lancet [Internet]. 2016;6736(2011):10–1. Available from: http://dx.doi.org/10.1016/S0140-
6736(16)31702-0

18.  Mercy JA, Saul J, Mercy JA, Saul J. Creating a healthier future through early interventions for children. JAMA. 
2009;(301):2262-4.

19.  Sanders MR. Development, Evaluation, and Multinational Dissemination of the Triple P-Positive Parenting 
Program. Annu Rev Clin Psychol. 2012;8(1):345–79. 

20.  Holzer P, Bomfield L, Richardson N, Higgins D. The effectiveness of parent education programs for preventing 
child maltreatment. Child Abuse Prevention: What Works? 2006;(1):1–24. 

21.  Goodman A. The story of David Olds and the nurse home visiting program. Robert Wood Johnson Foundation. 
2006.

22.  Roggman LA, Boyce LK, Cook GA, Jump VK. Inside home visits: A collaborative look at process and quality. Early 
Child Res Q. 2001;16:53–71. 

23.  Barlow J, Johnston I, Kendrick D, Polnay L, Stewart-Brown S. Individual and group-based parenting programmes 
for the treatment of physical child abuse and neglect. Cochrane Database Syst Rev. 2008;3(4):CD005463. 

24.  Sanders MR, Pickering JA, Kirby JN, Turner KMT, Morawska A, Mazzucchelli T, et al. A commentary on evidenced-
based parenting programs: Redressing misconceptions of the empirical support for Triple P. 2012; 

25.  Mildon R, Polimeni M. Parenting in the early years: Effectiveness of parenting support programs for Indigenous 
families. Closing the Gap Clearinghouse. 2012;(16). 

26.  Center on the Developing Child at Harvard University. Building core capabilities for life: The science behind 
the skills adults need to succeed in parenting and in the workplace. 2016; Available from: http://www.
developingchild.harvard.edu

CoLab Parenting skills evidence review.indd   5 29/03/2017   10:01:22 AM


