
GuT and GuT Plus: Supporting Parents in Fulfilling Their Parental Role in Croatia

1. Background on the strategic focus placed on Early Childhood Development in Croatia

Overview

During the Twenty-Second Session of the Universal Periodic Review of Child Rights on May 12, 2015,

Croatia’s country profile was reviewed. It was reported that the government maintains an appropriate

level of care for children, however low-income families and children as well as minority populations such

as the Roma, were recognized as being social vulnerable. The Family Act regulates the right of the child,

and recognizes children themselves as rights-bearers encouraging their active participation in

“procedures before bodies deciding on their rights.” According to the Periodic Review, “Children with

development impairments are rights holders on a uniform basis with other children.”

UNICEF Croatia’s Strategic Plan (2018-2021) aims to accelerate integrated Early Childhood Development,

acknowledging that while the health system reaches a majority of pregnant women and families of

young children a greater focus must be placed on responsive parenting and creating a stimulating and

safe home environment. Upon evaluation the “Growing Up Together” (GuT) program designed to

support parents of young children (under 4 years old) in fulfilling their parental role, has shown great

promise, as has its sister program “Growing Up Together Plus” (GuT+) designed for parents of children

with disabilities (up to 8 years old).

Socio-cultural determinants of positive parenting in Croatia

On a socio-political level:

● A focus on parenting support is reflected in the National plan of activities for rights and interests

of children 2006-2012 and in the new National strategy for rights of children in the Republic of

Croatia 2014-2020.

● Further emphasis is placed on the importance of measuring and evaluating the outcomes of

these interventions and especially in consideration of vulnerable children from minority groups,

including the Roma and children with disabilities, for example.

● Law on Social Care for Children of Pre-school Age (1991) and the Law on Pre-school Education

No. 10/97 encourages collaboration of preschool staff with parents.  (Keresteš, G., Horvat, M.

2016)

On a service provision level:

● UNICEF County Office (CO); National experts in positive parenting; Growing up Together Centre;

Education and Teacher Training Agency (ETTA); Kindergartens, family and rehabilitation centres

and NGOs; & interdisciplinary teams including psychologists, pedagogues and kindergarten

teacher. (Keresteš, G., Horvat, M. 2016)

● In 2006, 19 Family Centers were founded with the main objective of empowering families and

raising awareness of issues connected to family values.

On a community level:

● The National plan of activities for rights and interests of children 2006-2012 explicitly supports:

“developing culture of responsible and competent parenthood and to develop attitudes on



parenting as a role that has to be learnt as a part of lifelong learning.” (Keresteš, G., Horvat, M.

2016)

On a household/individual level:

● According to Keresteš, et. al. (2016) a Survey was commissioned by the UNICEF country office in

2007 with a sample of 1400 parents of 1-year-old children which found that 1/3 of parents hit

their child’s bottom, ¼ hit their hand and ½ shouted at their child, based on self-reported recall

of behavior over the past 7 days. Only half or parents always attended to their crying baby and

would leave the baby crying because they did not want to spoil them.

● Within the same 2007 survey, the need for professional advice and information for parents was

also recognized as fundamental in supporting the everyday care of the child. A significant

number of parents reported having no one to support them with practical parenting advice.

(Keresteš, G., Horvat, M. 2016)

Growing up Together and Growing up Together Plus: A Program on Parenting

Contemporary conceptions of positive parenting including insights drawn from social relational theory

(Kuczynski and Parkin, 2006), acknowledge the child as an active participant in their own development

and socialization. This framework also recognizes the continuous resocialization parents must undergo as

they fulfill their parental role and posits that children develop their readiness to cooperate through early

experiences of reciprocal cooperation with their parents.

Children also require structure and guidance, and while parents should empathize with their young

children, they should also conceive of themselves as role models for their children, serving as a guide to

help them understand what is acceptable and what is not by setting reasonable and appropriate limits.

Self-determination theory (Deci, Ryan 2000) asserts that “all people – both adults and children – have

the need to be free and to make decisions important for their lives themselves, to be close and

connected with the important people in their lives, and to feel capable and efficient in what they do.

Those are the three basic psychological needs: autonomy, connection and competence.” (Pecnik, et. al.

2010) “According to this approach, every child has the right to a caring and nurturing parental behaviour,

structure and leadership, respect of their personality, and empowerment (Pećnik, 2007)”, and these

comprise the 4 pillars of parenting in the GuT program. Importantly, both programs focus on not just the

needs of children, but the needs of parents as well.

The GuT program was developed from 2008 and 2009 with close cooperation between national ECD

experts, UNICEF CO and Education and Teacher Training Agency (ETTA). The curriculum was developed in

accordance with the theoretical principles outlined and recommendations of best practice put forth the

Council of Europe Recommendation Rec (2006)19 on Policy to Support Positive Parenting. (Council of

Europe 2006). It was finalized after a pilot project involving 25 kindergartens in the Republic of Croatia

was conducted in 2008-2009, incorporating feedback from from leaders, parents and the results of an

evaluation.

The program constitutes a series of 11 workshops, carried out by highly trained professionals, known as

“Leaders.” Leaders were selected based on their expertise within early childhood development field from

a variety of fields including: psychologists, pedagogues, social workers, teachers. They were also selected



if their demonstrated positive communication skills and are then trained to use the GuT curriculum. A

key factor for the effectiveness of the program is the Leader’s ability to enable a trusting partnership

with parents. According to the program website reviewed on August 12th of 2018, the program has been

implemented in 77 towns, involving 4468 mothers, 517 fathers and 753 trained group leaders. According

to Keresteš, et. al. (2016), by 2016 157 implementing partners were involved with wide national

coverage in all 20 counties.

Acknowledging that parents of children with disabilities have a lot of additional considerations or

“add-ons” to their parenting role, including higher levels of stress and lower morale, the “GuT plus”

program was developed. The "plus” serves to recognize and empower parents of children with a

disability by providing an adaption of the GuT program, to address the particular needs of parents of

children with disabilities. The “GuT plus” program was developed in 2012-2013 in a similar fashion as the

GuT program, incorporating the same theoretical foundations and structures and using data collected

from a pilot project conducted in 13 kindergartens to finalize the curriculum. The GuT plus program also

integrated concepts from Nancy Miller’s (1994) four stages of adaptation to life conditions of parents

who are raising a child with a disability: surviving; searching; settling in; and separating.

2. Goals and Objectives

The “Growing up Together” (GuT) and “Growing up Together Plus” (GuT +) Program forms part of

UNICEF’s Early Child Development and Positive Parenting Program in Croatia titled "First Three Are the

Most Important", launched in 2006. The main goal of GuT and GuT+ is to enable parents in fulfilling their

parental responsibilities and in creating a conducive family environment to promote the growth and

development of their children to be self-determined individuals, motivated to strive for their potential.

The program’s main focus is on the developmental potential of parents by centering its workshops

around their thoughts, feelings and behaviors as determinants of the family environment, supporting

and expanding on enablers with a positive influence on the wellbeing of the family.

The workshops (11 in total) aim to create a stimulating and empowering environment for parents (and

parents of a child with a disability in the case of GuT+) to learn and share ideas reflective of their own

experiences as parents, with leaders in early childhood development (who work directly with families of

a child with a disability in the case of GuT+) and each other as they consider potential alternative

approaches and concepts that may be new to them. It should be noted that the workshop is focused on

parental empowerment as it relates to the personal capacities and resources of each participant. (Pecnik,

et. al. 2010)

3. C4D Strategy

Workshops are led by 2-3 leaders at a time and the workshop series of 11 sessions is structured to be

completed within 11 weeks during two-hour sessions once a week. The total duration of the series is 22

hours and the ideal workshop size is between 6 and 12 people. A cooperative agreement with the social

welfare system has proven to be an effective means of engaging with new potential service providers.

The Growing up Together PLUS programme employs the same workshop structure and is being

implemented in 19 Croatian towns, with presence in 13 (out of the total of 21) counties. (Gorana Banda,

UNICEF Staff, personal communication, June 06, 2018)

a. Participant Groups / Target Audiences



Both programs addressed the role of mothers and fathers as parents, without differentiating between

gendered roles and responsibilities. GuT was intended for parents with children up to four years old.

During the pilot, prior to finalizing the curriculum and scaling up the program, it was found that men

were more likely to stay in the program if there were at least two of them attending. The programs were

developed in cooperation with the Education and Teacher Training Agency (ETTA) of the Republic of

Croatia, Preschool Education Department.

SEM Level Expected Outcomes

Policy/Enabling Environment

Education and Teacher Training Agency (ETTA) of
the Republic of Croatia, Preschool Education
Department.

● Evidence of success could lead to

inclusion within forthcoming Strategic

Plans and Early Childhood Development

Policy.

Organizational

UNICEF Croatia Country Office; Kindergartens,
family and rehabilitation centers and NGOs; &
interdisciplinary teams including psychologists,
pedagogues and kindergarten teacher.

● Increased job satisfaction, knowledge,

interpersonal skills and professional

growth.

Community

● A culture where parents are more willing

and able to acknowledge the challenges

of parenting.

● A culture where parenting styles are not

judged but “heard” and improved upon.

Household/Individual

Mothers and Children with children up to 4
years old

● Changes in Beliefs about (treatment of)

the young child, (more consistent with

children’s rights) including beliefs

justifying corporal punishment;

● Increase in parental competence /

self-efficacy

● Increase in frequency of joint activity,

picture-book, autonomy support

● decrease in frequency of hitting and

yelling at the child

● More positive (listening, emotional

support, autonomy support)

● Less negative (lecturing, interrogation,

punishment) reactions to child’s distress

vignette

b. Delivery Platforms and Communication Content



Media

A closed Facebook group was created for teachers and staff and parents also created their own closed

Facebook group as a means for continuing communication. Each session is comprised of an icebreaker

followed by a lecture, activities, group work and sometimes a screening of a film produced by UNICEF

called “First Three Are the Most Important.”

Service Based

The program is carried out in kindergartens, in the same place parents often hear about the program.

The opportunity to participate in a program like “GuT” and “GuT +” was quite new for the majority of

parents. Suggested ways of promoting the program included informational posters in the hallways and

public meeting rooms of creches; leaflets; promotion during parent-teacher meetings; surveys to gauge

interest in participation; and finally, inclusion on the Kindergarten website.

c. Enabling Environment / Implementation Strategy

The curriculum is highly structured and allows for leaders from a variety of fields including: psychologists,

pedagogues, social workers, teachers to carry out the workshops. No matter what the workshop is

always conducted by 2-3 “Leaders” where out of preference one psychologist is included in the cohort.

The role of the Leader is to facilitate productive exchanges between parents and to introduce new

concepts based on professional and personal experience into the discussion without imposing value

judgments. The leaders are trained to recognize constraints individuals from different cultural traditions

may experience in terms of their social norms, values and believes. They are encouraged to foster

dialogue surrounding these differing traditions and distinguish between those that are harmful from

those that are harmless for supportive and positive parenting.

Participants are encouraged to re-evaluate their preconceived notions of parenting in consideration of

the needs of both children and parents, to practice their communication skills and learn from experts in

the field on an equal playing field. The intervention is conceived of as a partnership between Leaders

and Participants, where their expertise as parents is equally valued as the theoretical concepts also

covered in the workshops. Recognizing that parents also seek validation for their competence, while they

may sometimes feel insecure in their capacity fulfilling their parental roles, Leaders reinforce the

message that they know their child better than anyone else.

When assembling a team of leaders, the implementors recommend considering the expectations,

concerns, needs and readiness of individuals as well as their cultural competency and ability to work as

part of a team. This is important as it recognizes that individuals from different backgrounds can serve as

appropriate leaders for this program. The topics included in the curriculum are titled: (1) Parents of the

21st century; (2) The four pillars of parenting; (3) Child's psychological needs and parental goals; (4) All of

our children and how we love them; (5) Listening - an important parenting skill; (6) How does the child

learn about the world?; (7) Boundaries: why and how?; (8)Choosing and creating solutions; (9) Parental

responsibilities and more questions; (10) being a parent: Influences and choices; & (11) The ending and a

new beginning.

Each workshop begins with a "warm-up" exercise, or an icebreaker, which introduces the topic and

supports experiential learning, creating a comfortable atmosphere in the process. From there, each

workshop is comprised of a short lecture (usually accompanied by a powerpoint presentation and/or



written handouts); a film screening of UNICEF's DVD “First Three Are the Most Important” and other

activities, exercises and opportunities for reflection and discussion. Central to the workshop format is an

exchange of experiences between group members, either including the whole class or within smaller

groups. The advantage of group work is an exchange of experiences, the knowledge that they are not the

only parents who worry, and socialisation, bonding, forming friendships, as well as finding the means

most appropriate for them and their children, using group creativity and resources. Activities are

structured to be intermittently distributed between lighter and more involved activities to provide

mental relief and stimulation without over burdening participants.

Parents are often assigned homework at the end of the session which serves to gauge the reception and

use of new insights and skills, encouraging parents that learning also occurs outside of the classroom and

requires practice. Each session generally ends with a game that is conceptually tied to the topics of the

session and has been created to stimulate bonding between not just participants, but participants and

leaders. These activities are also meant to inspire play activities.

Immediately after each session, leaders are instructed to provide mutual feedback for one another. If it is

not possible immediately after the session it is encouraged that this retro-alimentation take place within

the next day or so. In consideration of this requirement it is requested that leaders plan to stay at least

an extra 15 minute after each session. These feedback sessions serve as critical opportunities to monitor

program success and to nurture team unity and validate positive leadership skills.

4. Monitoring, Evaluation and Results

The principles in the approach to the parents in this Programme comply with those set out in the

Recommendation (2006) 19 of the Council of Europe on policy to support positive parenting. Such

system of values of the “Growing up Together” Programme of Workshops with Parents is best suited for

group work with parents, in which partnership and cooperation are explored. A Quality Control Council

was established to ensure the quality of the parenting education. Both pilot programs were assessed

through a randomized control trial before feedback was incorporated into the final curriculum.

In a presentation made by Ninoslava Pecnik in 2016, one of the key implementers of the program, results

from the GuT intervention was reported on.1 Results included findings from completed pre- and post-

evaluation collected from 1700 individuals. The most frequently sighted gains from the program gleaned

from responses were as followed (in order): Feeling more confident as a parent; more insights on

personal strengths and weaknesses as a parent; changes in interactions with the child; acquiring useful

new knowledge and attitudes; improved understanding of a child’s reasons for behaving in a certain way;

understanding of the need for being more responsive and enjoying the time with the child;

understanding of the importance of taking care of one’s own needs; & sharing of experiences &

dilemmas fostering a sense of comradery and support among parents. Children were reported: to be

calmer; more patient; more reasonable and more flexible with their parents; since the parent listens

more the child feels more understood; child is happier; more time spent sharing activities and playing

with their parents; better guidance and clearer limits; more self-control; and to have a better

atmosphere at home.

1 An in-depth evaluation of GuT was also conducted, however the report is in Croatian.



In the spring of 2013, the outcomes of the “GuT Plus” program were evaluated using a pre- & post-

intervention assessment model and included both a control and a treatment group. The data was

collected using a variety of established scales to measure: parental stress (Profaca and Arambašić, 2004);

parental morale (Trute & Hiebert-Murphy, 2005); family needs (adapted from Bailey and Simeonsson,

1988); & interactions with a young child (Pećnik and Starc, 2010). The treatment group only included

parents who participated in more than 80% of the program workshops in their analysis. When comparing

the characteristics of program participants (N=67) and control group parents (N=60), no observable

difference was noted in their sociodemographic features. (UNICEF 2014)

The first group of indicators measured experiences of parenting a child with disability using the parenting

morale index (Trute & Hiebert-Murphy, 2005) and an adaption of the incompetence scale (Profaca and

Arambašić, 2004) to measure parental competence and stress.  The results indicated that the morale of

those participating in the program shifted strongly towards a highly level, while the score of those in the

control group made no significant shift. However, when comparing the results of the scale related to

parental stress, there was no evidence of decreased stress, however it is to be noted that qualitative

data collected from parents do indicate an improved level of parental competence and decreased level

of parental stress. (UNICEF 2014)

The second group of performance indicators captured the needs of parents with children who have a

disability. Significant difference were observed between the pre- and post- survey data on the perceived

need for support in coping with the demands of parenting for those participating in the program.

Improved communication among family members was also observed with the treatment group. The

relevance of this assessment points to increased parental awareness of parents of the importance of

taking better care of themselves in allowing them to cope with parenting a child with a disability better.

(UNICEF 2014)

Finally, parental behaviors when interacting with their children who have disabilities was assessed. A

lower frequency of undesirable interaction with the child in a seven-day period prior to completing in

the survey was observed. Parents reported yelling and hitting their children (on the hand or bottom)

much less frequently within the treatment group, with no observable change reported with the control

group of parents. (UNICEF 2014)

More specifically of those in the implementation group, 45% of parents reported a desire to change “the

relationship with their child with a disability. After the workshop 37% reported their relationship had

changed “a lot”; 41% reported that it changed “moderately” and 5% reported that it remained

unchanged. Before the workshops 38% of parents reported that “they wanted to change how they felt as

parents of children with disabilities.” For 35% of parents their experience changed “a lot”, for 36% it

changed “moderately”; for 21% it changed a little and for 9% it did not change at all. Twice as many

parents within the implementation group noticed positive shifts in the behavior of their children, with

26% reporting that the behavior changed a lot and 24% reporting that it changed moderately. “The

changes in the child’s behaviour included greater satisfaction and joy, independence, composure and

attention, increased cooperation with the parent (more obedience), more negotiation with the parent,

better communication and better control of aggression. Finally, 35% of the parents responded that the

behaviour of their child with disability did not change at all.” (UNICEF 2014)

Given these early successes, a third external evaluation was also conducted between April and

November of 2016 (Keresteš, G., Horvat, M. 2016) relying on secondary research as well as primary data



including survey data sampling involved parents (N=203), as well as face-to-face semi structured

interviews and focus group discussions of identified key stakeholders (N=101) from both GuT and GuT+.

This third evaluation found robust evidence of the program’s effectiveness not just for parents but for

implementers. The results reflected a high level of usage of workshops by implementers after the

standardize training reporting high value for the team-based approach. The program improved their

professional self-esteem, facilitation and listening skills and they felt an intensive relationship with the

parent through the program. However, regional disparities in program coverage across Croatia was

evident.

In terms of the program’s influence on parents, the 2016 study found that both programs showed a

significant effect on a parent’s sense of confidence and competence in their parental role after

participating in the workshops. Most of the changes parents describe as changes in the relationship

between themselves and their child. These relational changes, were often followed by behavioral

changes observed in their children. Parents also effectively changed inappropriate beliefs about

parenting and recognized the need to take better care of themselves and for continuous parental

support. Other forms of support were suggested by parents as a means for ensuring long-term

sustainability of behavior change on a household/individual level, including individual counselling. In

2016, the program reached a bit of a standstill with a change in leadership at ETTA, limiting their

financial support for the program. The 2016 evaluation team put forth an alternative model placing the

financial demand on local government.  (Keresteš, G., Horvat, M. 2016)

5. Lessons Learned

Challenges

While the program has shown great promise, there were certain challenges. Since it was directed at the

general public, participants in the groups often had very different priorities, needs and expectations.

Therefore, the capacity of leaders to really foster “partnerships” with parents is a crucial determinant of

success for the program. The varied expectations of parents also create a challenging context for

promotion of the workshop course. To counter this the unified message Leaders and organizers of the

intervention are encouraged to stand behind is: “we know the importance of early development, we

understand the importance and difficulties of parenting, and we offer participation in the Workshop

Program as a possibility to exercise the right of every parent to receive support and help.”

Another key challenge as reported by UNICEF field staff was ensuring the sustainability of the

intervention. While the program was initiated jointly between UNICEF and the Education and Teacher

Training Agency (ETTA) the MOU was only for one year. Thanks to the commitment of certain officials at

ETTA among others, the collaboration continued for several years thanks to informal agreements and

dedicated support. However, now that the management of ETTA has changed and key staff have left, the

cooperation between parties has weakened. Based on this experience, UNICEF staff recommend signing

longer-term agreements. This learning also motivated staff to identify alternative means of ensuring

long-term program sustainability, not just for this program but for other programs within the country

portfolio. While stakeholder collaboration should have also been more formalized, it is encouraging to

see the program continue and expand in other countries. According to UNICEF field staff, program

monitoring tools are currently being improved to extract more reliable data on implementation.

Lessons Learned



While the study was grounded in extensive evidence and accordance with contemporary best practices

for parenting, a final limitation of the study was the lack of a comprehensive logic model including

indicators, time frames for action, the responsibilities of all stakeholders and a risk analysis. In addition,

monitoring practices have shown room for improvement. A stronger use of results-based frameworks

should have been encouraged in the program development phase and a more explicit comparative

approach could have been considered when deciding on the most suitable design and implementation

model. Despite this, the general outcomes of the program reflected significantly positive gains for

parents, children and implementers. (Keresteš, G., Horvat, M. 2016)2

The experience so far has shown that participation should be viewed as voluntary and that it should be

emphasized that the group is both an educational group and a support group, not a psychotherapy

group. Parents as well as leaders must be encouraged to accept one another for their differences and to

offer mutual respect and consideration of their peers. Leaders must be skilled managers of time, and

group dialogue to ensure supportive partnerships with parents.

Looking Forward

Pilot projects have been implemented in Bosnia & Herzegovina and Bulgaria. Gorana Banda, UNICEF

Staff, personal communication, June 06, 2018) Initial funding for the project in Bosnia was provided by

the InFoundation and it was also built into the Increasing Early Learning Opportunities for Children led by

UNICEF. In Bulgaria, the program also continues to be implemented with UNICEF support, serving

approximately 30 groups of parents per year. Although, Vera Rangelova from the UNICEF Country Office

expressed challenges in ensuring sustainability of the program for not at-risk families, since support for

positive parenting is not largely perceived as a pressing need. The Bulgaria Office also expressed interest

in introducing the GuT+ program for parents of children with disabilities.
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Annex:

The programs were developed with close cooperation between national ECD experts, UNICEF CO and

Education and Teacher Training Agency (ETTA) representatives in 2008, with the aim to offer support to

parents in fulfilling their parental role.


