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When children are born, parents are born too.
Every parent needs support to give their child
the best start in life, from birth right through
to adolescence. When parents have the support
they need, children, families, communities

and nations thrive.

Nobody has more influence on a child’s development,
well-being and future than their parent or caregiver.
The nurturing care a child receives throughout their
childhood prepares them to live in society, form
relationships, learn, work and succeed.

Parental care in the earliest years of life is the
foundation for a child’s cognitive development and
their physical and mental health. And while the role

of parents evolves over time, it remains crucial. Positive
parenting that starts in early childhood and that
continues throughout a child’s school-age years can
enhance adolescence. Adolescents, in turn, navigate
their journey into adulthood with greater ease when
they have emotionally supportive parents as their
chief role models. The mental health and well-being of
parents are essential throughout childhood - ensuring
they can provide nurturing and responsive care.

There are almost 70 million parents in 22 countries
across the Europe and Central Asia region. For many
of them, a lack of support as they care for their young
children persists as they try to guide them through
their school-age years towards a safe and supported
adolescence and a productive adulthood. In the
absence of family-friendly policies, many are left
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without the time, finances and services that they need
to raise their children.

Parenting support services are still rare in the region.
And parents from marginalized groups, such as
families of children with disabilities and developmental
delays, those living in poverty, and families from
ethnic minorities, are often excluded from the
services that are available, or are unable to access
them in the first place.

As a result, many children in the region lack the
nurturing care they need for their full development.
One quarter of children under the age of five are
deprived of activities such as play, reading, singing
and drawing - meaning they lack adequate at home.
Many parents lack knowledge and skills on positive
parenting. And while most parents in the region say
that they do not believe in physical punishment, more
than half of all children in the region aged 1-14 are
violently disciplined at home, which is known to have
negative and sometimes lifelong consequences.

The good news is that it is never ‘too late’ for positive
parenting. But it is far more likely when parents have
the support they need.

Andrija Radosavljevic (aged three) and Mateja Radosavljevic play with their father Milan Radosavljevic. Serbia. April 2022.
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Key facts

1/2 15%

Only half of caregivers who say they need Only 15 per cent of young children engage in
parenting support in the Europe and Central Asia activities such as play, reading, singing or drawing
region receive it. with their fathers.

1/4

At least one quarter of young children in the region
do not receive enough stimulation and responsive
care at home.

Few policies in the Europe and Central Asia

region recognize that parents need various kinds
More than 50 per cent of children in the region of support as their children grow up - as well as
aged 1 to 14 are violently disciplined at home. support for their own well-being.
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Key policy frameworks

NO GOOD HEALTH QUALITY GENDER DECENT WORK AND 'l PEACE, JUSTICE
POVERTY AND WELL-BEING EDUCATION EQUALITY ECONOMIC GROWTH AND STRONG

> Y,

SUSTAINABLE DEVELOPMENT GOALS (2015)

Family-friendly policies have a key role to play in meeting the targets across many of the goals, particularly
SDG 1 on poverty, SDG 3 on health, SDG 4 on education, SDG 5 on gender equality, SDG 8 on sustainable
economic growth (employment), and SDG 16 on peaceful societies (ending violence).

Convention on the Rights of the Child (1989)
Article 24 (e): ensure that everyone, particularly parents and children, has
access to information, education and support on child health and nutrition.

Below: © UNICEF/UNI505380/Stoykov

Vladi, aged 13, with his foster mother, Petya Panosyan, at their home in Shumen, Bulgaria. January 2024.
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Challenges

Parents in the region are under
pressure and lack support

Parenting does not happen in a vacuum. It is shaped

by circumstances within and beyond the home. Across

the Europe and Central Asia region, parents are under
pressure from many interlinked crises, from the cross-
regional impact of the war in Ukraine and accelerating
climate hazards to the spiraling costs of food, fuel and
shelter. Some face discrimination and stigmatization. Many
parents struggle to earn a living and support their families
in stressful times that affect their own mental health, and
they are in urgent need of support and guidance.

Many parents don't know about the benefits of positive
parenting or about the limited support that does exist.
Some may be reluctant to seek support because they
fear the judgmental attitudes of some service providers.
Others may feel too embarrassed to admit that they
need help, even when it is available. Some may even fear
retribution if they seek help when they are struggling.

A UNICEF study of six countries in the region has found
that existing laws and policies do not recognize that
parents need several types of support as their children
grow up, or that parents themselves may need help.’
While international, European and regional policies are
clear - States must help parents to fulfil their parental
responsibilities - few national policies in the region
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include such obligations. Even when policies are in
place, there is no guarantee that services are available.
Parenting support programmes, services and initiatives
in the region are extremely limited and fragmented.

As a result, many women are out of the labour market,
which undermines economic productivity and growth
while increasing their economic dependence and
susceptibility to poverty. Even when paternity leave is
available, men may not take it as a result of their lack

of knowledge, inadequate compensation, and a fear of
backlash from their employers and peers.? There is also
a major gap in parenting support for fathers and male
caregivers, with the few parenting programmes that are
available tending to focus on mothers.?

The limited parenting support programmes that are
available tend to be delivered by different sectors in
different ways, which leaves gaps. They are not always
integrated into the services that parents routinely
use, and opportunities are being missed to counsel
parents on nurturing care through, for example,
regular health check-ups.

Above: © UNICEF/UNO759757/Babajanyan VII Photo

At Family Medicine Centre location number 7 in Bishkek, Kyrgyzstan,
mother Gulsana Kenjykulova holds her two-month-old daughter,
Asiya Amanova, who has just received her routine immunizations.
November 2022.



A lack of support for parenting
in the early years

Early childhood education and care (ECEC) services are
vital for children, and they also enable parents - often
mothers - to return to the workforce. Yet almost 7 million
children aged 3 to 6 (almost half of those in the region)
are not in preschools. This can leave parents facing tough
decisions as they try to balance the care of their children
with the need to earn an income.

The parents of children who have complex needs that may
be related to domestic violence or disability, for example,
need more targeted or intensive parenting support,
backed by integrated services. In reality, however, they are
often left to struggle alone without any advice and support.

While the coverage of child and family benefits in the
region is higher than the global average, the gaps in
benefits are acute for those in greatest need, including
the families of children with disabilities.

A lack of support for parenting
adolescent children

There are very few parental support programmes for
those caring for adolescents in the region, and they tend
to focus on preventing or dealing with risky adolescent
behaviour. Parents want more training in positive
parenting - particularly when it comes to communicating
with an adolescent. Parents who are tired and stressed
want to unwind with peers and share their experiences,
rather than meet service providers to answer questions
and fill out forms.*

Below: © UNICEF/UN0624387/Zivojinovic

The Jeremic family play together in their living room at home
in Serbia. April 2022.

Adolescent parents

Adolescents who become parents are still children
themselves and need more targeted or intensive
support. As well as guidance and advice to help them
care for their young children, they need support to

continue with their education so that their prospects
are not derailed. Ensuring the mental health and
well-being of adolescent parents is crucial for their
future, and for the future of their children.




We aim to ensure that all parents have
the timely, high-quality information,
guidance, resources and services they
need to care for their children - and
for themselves. We recognize that all
parents need support, while some need
more support than others.

Below: © UNICEF/UNI220752/Kaliyev

An obstetrician at a neonatal ward helps a mother to breastfeed
her newborn baby in Alinur, Kazakhstan. March 20179.
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UNICEF's work
with and for parents

UNICEF sees parents as key partners. We know that
when parents have support for their own well-being,
they are more likely to provide nurturing care for their

children. And our work on parenting spans the whole
of childhood, from birth, throughout childhood and
into adolescence.

A framework for parenting support

Not every parent or child needs the same support.
To meet their individual needs, parenting support
services should be delivered across three levels

to ensure strong, high-quality services and an

environment where parents can nurture their children:

universal parenting support: a core package of
support that is available to every parent and that
aims to prevent problems before they start
targeted parenting support: tailored to families’
specific needs or identified risks

intensive parenting support: for parents

who face longer-term challenges to meet their
complex needs.

Above: © UNICEF/UN0151390/Voronin

Parenting support services should empower parents
to provide responsive care, raising awareness about
the services and support available (and how parents
can access them) and guiding parents in prioritizing
their own well-being. The aim is to encourage three
core parenting behaviours that are needed to give
children and adolescents nurturing care:

caregiving
support-seeking
self-care.

This framework needs to be underpinned by a positive
and enabling environment for parents, which includes
a range of family-friendly policies, such as universal
child benefits and parental leave for new parents.

Baby Tolgonay is held in the air by her mother, Uyalkan Abibillah Kyzy, aged 22. Kyrgyzstan. September 2017.



We promote universal and progressive parenting
support programmes, and the better coordination

and integration of support for parents across different
sectors in the Europe and Central Asia region. We also
work with both the public and private sector to push for
and support family-friendly policies. These include paid
parental leave, flexible work arrangements, support for
pregnant and breastfeeding women, and full access to
affordable and quality early childhood education and
care. All of these policies can help to provide parents
with the time, finances and services they need for

their parenting role, helping to reduce their stress and
enhance their well-being. This in turn, means happier
families and healthier children.

We work with governments and other partners to
strengthen health, education and social protection
systems so that they reach all families whenever they
need them. We work with health service providers, for
example, to provide parental counselling and support
so that parents can care for, and respond to the needs
of, their children and get timely support for their

own mental health.

We also support, and make the case for, shock-
responsive social protection - flexible financial
support that ramps up in response to shocks such as
pandemics, conflicts and other crises. This can help
to break the poverty cycle, so that families are not
plunged into poverty each time a crisis comes along.
In Montenegro, for example, UNICEF has played a key

role in transforming a targeted cash grant that once
reached only 10 per cent of the country’s children
into a Universal Child Allowance for all children, fully
financed from the public budget.

We produce information to help parents discuss
difficult issues with their children and adolescents, from
conflict and war to climate change and bullying. And we
have developed a range of tips and advice for parents
on a mass of subjects, including how to create healthy
digital habits, and how to raise healthy eaters.

Our support for parenting in the early years. Our
Parenting Support Framework for the Early Years® is
a unified vision of multi-sectoral support for parents
(from pregnancy until eight years of age), aiming

to bring stakeholders together and strengthen the
quality of parenting support. We work in 21 countries
to strengthen or create national parenting support
programmes and systems.

We support the Universal and Progressive Home
Visiting (UPHV) approach in 17 countries across the
region. This approach, based on home-visits by local
nurses, provides crucial support, encouragement and
information for parents with young children, helping to
build trust and lasting connections between families,
health systems and other services. And we have reached
over 1.2 million parents with digital parenting support
through the Bebbo mobile app, which provides the best
available advice for the parents of young children.

The Bebbo mobile app

UNICEF has developed the Bebbo mobile app

to support anyone caring for children aged 0-6.

Bebbo is more than an app - it is a comprehensive
digital parenting support programme. Designed in
consultation with parents, early childhood development
professionals, and government partners, it offers high-
quality, evidence-based information and practical tools
covering child development, nutrition, health, safety
and protection, early learning, and parental wellbeing.
It also boosts parents’ confidence and helps them to

care for their own mental health during times of stress.
The app is now available in 17 countries and territories
(Albania, Belarus, Bulgaria, Ecuador, Greece, Kosovo®,
Kyrgyzstan, Moldova, Montenegro, North Macedonia,
Romania, Serbia, Slovakia, Tajikistan, Turkiye, Ukraine
and Uzbekistan). The app supports 17 languages, is
free to use, accessible offline, and doesn't collect user’s
personal data. It has been officially recognized as

a Digital Public Good. By April 2025, it had more than
1.5 million user app downloads.

+1.5 million

user app downloads by April 2025.

17 languages

are supported by the app in 17 countries.


https://www.unicef.org/parenting/how-talk-your-children-about-conflict-and-war
https://www.unicef.org/parenting/talking-your-child-about-climate-change
https://www.unicef.org/lac/en/parenting-lac/security-protection/how-talk-your-children-about-bullying
https://www.unicef.org/parenting/child-care/healthy-digital-habits
https://www.unicef.org/parenting/child-care/healthy-digital-habits
https://www.unicef.org/parenting/food-nutrition/how-to-raise-healthy-eater

Our support for parenting adolescent children ‘I Want to Talk', a programme that worked with the

includes guidance on how best to support an adolescent parents of adolescents living with HIV and AIDS so they
child, with the emphasis on positive, proactive could support their child when disclosing their status and
approaches. In Tajikistan, for example, UNICEF supported help them overcome the stigma in their communities.

Romania: The Holtls Association Parent Education Programme

UNICEF has supported the Holtls Association Parent strengths and celebrating their successes. Sessions
Education Programme in Romania since 2000. The on parenting adolescents are informed by the
programme reaches vulnerable adolescents and perspectives of adolescents themselves. Parents
their families in more than 200 communities through who need extra support are connected to community
weekly parent training sessions. Parents of Roma services and take part in parent support groups
ethnicity and parents of children with disabilities are after the training. Evaluations of this intervention
encouraged to take part, and all participants are found that 64 per cent of the parents who took
equipped with the education, skills and social support part improved their parenting skills, and that

they need for positive parenting. The programme parents became more involved in school life
focuses on the positives by exploring parents’ existing and extracurricular activities.

communities have been reached through weekly of the parents who took part improved their
parent training sessions. parenting skills, and became more involved

in school life and extracurricular activities.

Below: © UNICEF/UN0687771/Babajanyan VII Photo

Alina Asrorova, 9, sits with her mother, Shakhlo Abdulfaizova, 35, after receiving her HPV vaccination, administered by Vaccination Nurse
Shoira Gafurova (not pictured), 54, at Samarkand City Family Clinic #2. Uzbekistan. June 2022.
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