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A UNICEF VISION FOR PARENTS 1

This document provides the rationale and vision 
for elevating support for parents and caregivers 
through UNICEF’s existing programmes. This 
document is intended for internal UNICEF staff to 
provide a unifying vision for Parenting programmes 
that builds on existing multi-spectral programming 
and the life course approach. Along with the 
detailed parenting strategy, this vision document 
aims to align common programmatic goals and 
terminologies, and to leverage parenting platforms 
to strengthen support to children and adolescents.2 

UNICEF is a trusted partner on the rights of children 
and issues concerning children and adolescents. 
Since its establishment in 1946, UNICEF has been 
recognized globally by governments, civil society 
and partners as the reference agency for children.  

UNICEF works to uphold the rights of every 
child to survive and thrive in accordance with 
the Convention on the Rights of the Child (CRC), 
the Convention on the Rights of Persons with 
Disabilities (CRPD)3 and the Convention on the 
Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against 
Women (CEDAW). The CRC reaffirms that parents 
or legal guardians have the primary responsibility 
for promoting children’s development and well-being,  
with the child’s best interests as their basic 
concern (article 18). It also provides that States 
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1 In this document, ‘parent’ is not limited to biological and adoptive parents but extends to any guardian or caregiver providing consistent care to 
children and adolescents. The term includes fathers, mothers, siblings, grandparents, other relatives, legal guardians and foster caregivers; it 
includes both adults and adolescents who may be parents themselves.  

2 At this point the document does not provide an M&E framework but we hope to align this with the forthcoming Strategic Plan.
3 From the Convention on the Rights of Persons with Disabilities: “States Parties shall ensure that children with disabilities have equal rights with 

respect to family life. With a view to realizing these rights, and to prevent concealment, abandonment, neglect and segregation of children with 
disabilities, States Parties shall undertake to provide early and comprehensive information, services and support to children with disabilities and their 
families” (article 23.3).  

parties are required to render appropriate 
assistance to parents, legal guardians and 
extended families in the performance of their 
child-rearing responsibilities (articles 18.2 and 
18.3), assist parents in providing living conditions 
necessary for their children’s development (article 
27.2) and ensure that children receive necessary 
protection and care (article 3.2). Additionally,  
States parties shall respect the responsibilities, 
rights and duties of parents – or, where applicable, 
members of the extended family or community  
as provided for by local custom and legal  
guardians or other persons legally responsible 
for the child – to provide appropriate direction 
and guidance in the exercise by children of their 
rights in a manner consistent with their evolving 
capacities (article 5). 

In the 21st century, we live in an information 
society; the role of rights holders has shifted 
from that of a passive beneficiary to an active 
partner. This shift may be particularly important in 
strengthening their own knowledge, becoming 
more empowered parents and also preventing 
adverse effects of child neglect, abuse and 
maltreatment. Given societal changes and the 
proliferation of technology, UNICEF is looking to 
position itself as a trusted partner not just for the 
children we serve but for their parents too.

VISION

A vision in which parents1 are supported in caring for their children and adolescents
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The COVID-19 pandemic has challenged many 
parents and caregivers in the face of the 
macroeconomic, social and political changes 
that it has brought about. These changes are 
experienced most acutely by the most vulnerable 
people, including those exposed to conflict, 
violence, displacement and chronic poverty; and 
by marginalized families, children and adolescents 
who already experience inequality, discrimination 
and exclusion in their lives but are at risk of 
experiencing them further in the pandemic. 
COVID-19 and other emergency situations have a 
disproportionate impact within families on women 
and girls, including those adolescent girls who 
are mothers themselves, with women having to 
juggle childcare and work responsibilities, more 
so than men, as part of a gendered distribution of 
care responsibilities. The impacts of the pandemic 
are particularly exacerbated in families of children 
with disabilities: In many countries, entire health 
care systems and support networks for parents 
of children with disabilities have collapsed.4 These 
networks were intended to help parents overcome 
their children’s physical and cognitive challenges; 
their collapse has led to increased mental health 
issues on the part of both parents and children.5, 6 

Providing quality parenting and family support 
across the life course is a key accelerator to the 
achievement of results for all children. Parents 
and caregivers, including adolescents who are 
parents or caregivers themselves, are the primary 
architects creating experiences and opportunities 
for children’s health, learning, protection, growth, 
development and overall well-being (emotional, 
physical, psycho-social). The caregiving relationship 
changes as children age throughout the life 
course from early to middle childhood, and during 
adolescence, but it remains vitally important at 
all ages. As children mature into adolescents, 
their relationships with their parents shift and 
adapt to meet their age-specific needs. Even as 
adolescents’ independence increases and their 
capacities evolve, parents remain important 
influencers over critical aspects of their children’s 

development, including their children’s identity, 
well-being, personal relationships and resilience in 
the face of adversity.  

Amid their increasing responsibilities, parents 
and caregivers need: (1) information and skills 
that will support them in building their parenting 
knowledge, attitudes, beliefs, role- modelling 
behaviours and listening, so they are in a better 
position to respond to the needs of  their children; 
(2) improved access to quality services and 
parenting support networks for their children’s 
health, growth, development, learning, protection 
and well-being;  (3) ways to address their own 
well-being and mental health, including their 
psychological well-being, so they can negotiate 
their roles and responsibilities as parents; (4) 
means of investing in their children’s holistic 
well-being as a way to assure longer-term (and 
potentially inter-generational) livelihoods for the 
family; and (5) supportive family-friendly policies 
and environments that enable them to fully 
assume their role as parents. Adolescent parents 
and caregivers need these supports tailored to 
them. Parents have their own complementary 
perspectives on parenting, including perspectives 
on socialization, gender and family values; 
knowledge of the rhythms of their families and 
households; and an understanding of the contexts 
and realities of their daily lives. By expanding its 
appeal and reach to parents, and by incorporating 
parenting as a key programme priority, UNICEF 
can help parents accelerate results for children and 
adolescents. 

The broader landscape of emergencies, conflicts 
and disasters, and more recently the COVID-19 
pandemic, offers a window of opportunity to 
provide support to parents and caregivers in 
addressing their needs. Due to disrupted access to 
support and services, many parents have become 
first-line responders for their children and had to 
take on increased responsibilities in looking after 
their children’s overall health, nutrition, learning, 
protection, emotional well-being and care. 

4 World Health Organization, Disability considerations during the COVID-19 outbreak, 2020, <https://apps.who.int/iris/rest/bitstreams/1277373/
retrieve> accessed 4 March 2021.   

5 Gudlavalleti M.V., John N., Allagh K., Sagar J., Kamalakannan S., Ramachandra S.S. Access to health care and employment status of people with 
disabilities in South India, the SIDE (South India Disability Evidence) study. BMC Publ Health. 2014;14:1125. doi: 10.1186/1471-2458-14-1125.

6 Lebrasseur, A., Fortin-Bédard, N., Lettre, J., Bussières, E. L., Best, K., Boucher, N., Hotton, M., Beaulieu-Bonneau, S., Mercier, C., Lamontagne, M. 
E., & Routhier, F. 2021. Impact of COVID-19 on people with physical disabilities: A rapid review. Disability and health journal, 14(1), 101014. https://doi.
org/10.1016/j.dhjo.2020.101014
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The provision of quality parenting and family 
support is a key accelerator towards promoting 
the achievement of results for children and 
adolescents. UNICEF works to ensure that all 
parents and families are empowered to:  

• Provide appropriate direction and guidance to 
their children in the exercise of their rights, 
which includes providing children with 
disabilities and children from marginalized 
communities with equitable opportunities in life. 

• Utilize and demand family-friendly policies 
(including paid parental leave; breastfeeding 
support; accessible, affordable, quality  
child-care; child benefits; and adequate wages) 
enabling parents to assume a full role in their 
children’s care. 

• Provide an environment of reliable and 
affectionate relationships based on respect 
and understanding, and encourage child-rearing 
practices that are child-centred and respectful 
of children’s dignity. Ensure safe, hygienic and 
healthy environments for children, including 
environments and opportunities for play. 

• Facilitate positive, safe environments free 
of violence, neglect or abuse; reduce harsh 
parenting practices and promote positive parent-
child relationships and responsive caregiving. 

• Support opportunities for gender-responsive 
quality learning for children, including 
opportunities that are age- and developmentally 
appropriate (from very young children to older 
adolescents). 

• Promote positive gender socialization of 
children and adolescents respecting diverse 
identities. 

• Enable the positive growth and development 
of children up to 18 years of age, including child  
and adolescent empowerment; and meaningfully 
engage with children and adolescents according 
to their evolving capacities in planning, 
implementation, monitoring and overall decision-
making. 

• Empower parents to understand their own 
mental health and psycho-social support 
(MHPSS) needs and those of their children, 
from early childhood through adolescence, 
including their feelings, emotions and thoughts, 
and how these are affected by the world around 
them. Support the MHPSS needs of adolescents 
who are parents themselves. 

• Participate in community engagement/social 
accountability mechanisms to ensure parents’ 
voices on the design and delivery of child and 
family policies, provisions and services are heard. 

OVERALL PARENTING STRATEGY  

Some parents are turning to digital communication 
technologies and online resources for information 
and making connections with others, both to 
improve their child-rearing and seek services and 
interventions as well as to enlist their own support 
networks and build communities of solidarity. For 
parents without access to technology, there is 
a great need for support to reach them through 
alternative, community-based mechanisms such as 
mobile platforms, radio, home visiting, social work 

support, etc. – and that need is even greater in 
times of crisis. A recent report found that globally, 
2.2 billion children and young people aged 25 years  
or less – two thirds of children and young people  
worldwide – do not have a fixed internet connection 
at home.7 It is therefore critical to provide parents, 
caregivers and their communities with timely, 
evidence-based information coupled with support 
networks and service options for remote and 
low-resource settings. UNICEF can be a steadfast 
partner in that respect. 

 

7 United Nations Children’s Fund and International Telecommunication Union, How Many Children and Young People Have Internet Access at Home? 
Estimating digital connectivity during the COVID-19 pandemic, UNICEF, New York, 2020, <https://www.unicef.org/media/88381/file/How-many-
children-and-young-people-have-internet-access-at-home-2020.pdf> accessed 4 March 2021. 
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It is critical to promote a variety of parenting 
interventions, combining universal and more 
targeted programmes to meet the needs of 
diverse populations and vulnerable groups. 

The strategic pathways or approaches below are 
complementary; more than one approach may 
need to be adopted simultaneously, depending on 
the context. 

1. Ensure UNICEF programming addresses 
parenting as a key approach to achieve results. 
The frameworks that guide UNICEF’s work 
acknowledge the role of the environment and 
context as determinants of outcomes, and such 
environments have many layers. Parents are 
the most proximal layer to the child as he or 
she develops through adolescence. Therefore, 
creating changes to that proximal layer, through 
multi-sectoral programming that incorporates a 
life course perspective and gender-transformative 
approaches, can help accelerate the achievement 
of results in such areas as better care practices, 
responsive feeding, positive parenting, early 
stimulation and learning, gender socialization, 
the emotional well-being of children and the 
well-being of parents and caregivers themselves.  
Parents are beneficiaries and important actors in 
systems-strengthening approaches that are being 
taken forward through primary health care, 
food and nutrition, education, child protection 
and social protection systems. Partnerships 
with parenting groups can be leveraged to drive 
demand and scale up services.  

Illustrative outputs: 

• A programme framework for parenting that 
aligns with UNICEF’s Strategic Plan results 
across the goal areas and provides concrete 
actions to achieve results as a programme 
priority for children and adolescents. It entails 
strengthening and supporting parenting 
through the life course, including direct 
support to parents and caregivers themselves. 

• Parenting incorporated as a key programme 
priority within country and regional programme 
documents with clear accountabilities, 
indicators and actions that will help accelerate 
results for children and adolescents.  

• Clear mechanisms established for 
coordination with leadership of parenting 
agendas co-owned by multiple sectors, with 
joint workplans, budgets, and roles and 
responsibilities identified. 

2. Inform and engage parents and caregivers. 
In this digital age, parents and organizations 
working with parents seek trustworthy sources 
for parenting information and online connections 
with others in their social networks. UNICEF 
is responding to the ways in which parents 
interact with information and one another by 
consolidating evidence-based information, 
guidance and experiences for parents and 
disseminating them on its web and social 
media platforms. For example, UNICEF has 
developed assets for an online parenting hub 
(unicef.org/parenting) that has been activated 
in 144 countries to date. UNICEF can respond 
to parenting needs across the life course of 
their children for a range of topics; it can build 
parents’ awareness and provide access to 
shared experiences, tools and resources, and 
up-to-date facts and information, including  
the latest information on the COVID-19 
pandemic.

 In information sharing and engagement with 
parents, particular attention should be given to: 
(1) adolescents who are parents themselves, 
for whom there are few or no differentiated 
programmes that specifically address their 
needs as adolescent caregivers and the needs 
of their children; (2) parents of young children 
who have limited options and resources to 
support care and early stimulation; and (3) 
digital- divide issues, in which parents and 
families have no digital access thus preventing 
equity-driven approaches from reaching all 
parents. Communication channels including 
radio, TV, community-based networks and 
UNICEF’s Internet of Good Things (IoGT), which 
connects users to the internet via mobile 
devices without data charges, provide platforms 
for delivering support to parents and bridging 
the digital divide; these channels have proven 
effective during the COVID-19 pandemic school 
closure in some remote regions.  

STRATEGIC PATHWAYS  
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Illustrative outputs: 

• An audience-driven strategy for all parents 
and caregivers that addresses the parenting 
framework and includes systematic 
adaptations to parenting portals and offline 
modalities; the creation of experiential 
hubs for parents; and the development of 
supports to communication for development, 
social and behavioural change strategies,  
communications and advocacy activities, 
including advocacy for policy change, with an 
equity perspective.  

3. Maximizing the power, reach and influence 
of partnerships to support and strengthening 
parenting. The strengthening of UNICEF’s 
parenting agenda will come from strategic 
engagement with partners at all levels (e.g., 
at national and sub-national levels, and in the 
workplace and household), including government, 
business, civil society, academia, media, 
innovation partners, and parents and families. 

 Parents and caregivers should be seen as key 
partners in programme design implementation 
and service provision. They need to be invested 
and empowered to provide optimal support to 
their children while feeling supported and cared 
for in creating a safe, balanced and prosperous 
environment in which their families and children 
can thrive. 

 Partnerships with governments are critical 
to providing parents and families with the 
time, resources and services that they need 
to promote the optimal development and 
participation of their children and adolescents. 
Family-friendly policies that enable the 
environment for parents are important pathways 
to the acceleration of results for children. In 
addition, innovative and public financing to 
strengthen and support parents is a necessary 
backbone for these programmes.  

 The business sector has a unique role in 
supporting the realization of child rights, and 
UNICEF can leverage the full spectrum of 
engagement and partnership approaches with 
businesses to support parenting. UNICEF 
can also use the voices of UNICEF Goodwill 
Ambassadors and parents themselves to amplify 
key messages for parents. 

 Civil society organizations, UNICEF 
implementing partners, sister UN agencies, 
donor and United Nations country teams are 
key allies in this vision, and there is a range of 
other partners who are interested in joining 
forces, providing financial support and lending 
their championship. One way of harnessing 
this support would be to create an influencers 
council for parenting. UNICEF could also 
mobilize its established global network to speak 
directly to parents, as part of a broad appeal. 

Illustrative outputs: 

• Systematic inclusion of parenting within 
government partnerships, for example, in 
country programme documents (CPDs), 
situation analyses (SitAns), memorandums 
of understanding (MOUs), public financing 
initiatives and the implementation of family-
friendly policies.

• Strategic engagement within UNICEF’s 
Business for Results (B4R) framework, for 
example, towards getting businesses to adopt 
family-friendly policies.

• Strategic alignment of programming and 
communication objectives in partnership with 
UNICEF National Committees addressing 
parenting in low-, middle- and high-income 
contexts.

• Stronger relations among parents/parenting 
networks, key youth networks, school 
clubs, and other platforms/organizations to 
promote conversation, messaging, knowledge 
exchange and collaboration around positive 
parenting of children and adolescents. 

• Interfaith partnerships leveraged at global and 
local levels for the delivery of community-
based parenting programmes. 

In closing, the global pandemic and the changes 
left in its wake have created a window of 
opportunity for UNICEF to become a trusted 
organization for parents. UNICEF can support 
parents in their most precious task of all – raising 
their children – and can enlist partners to support 
parents strategically and efficiently as part of in 
this vision.  
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The following are proposed outputs in the form of next steps for each of the three objectives described in 
this paper. These next steps are intended to help elaborate this vision for parents into an organization  
wide strategy.

NEXT STEPS 

Strategic 
objectives 

Ensure programming 
addresses parenting 

Informing and engaging 
parents/caregivers

Maximizing the power, reach 
and influence of partnerships 

Outputs Programme framework Audience-driven strategy: 
Strengthen UNICEF’s 
Parenting Hub, the Internet 
of Good Things (IoGT), 
innovative solutions and 
digital apps.

Adapt/expand existing 
programmes to include 
parenting support through 
enhanced community 
networks and systems, 
ensuring the inclusion of 
parents and caregivers who 
have limited connectivity and 
resources.

Enhanced approach for 
strengthening systems to support 
parents and caregivers.

Systematic inclusion of parenting 
within government partnerships: 
for example, in CPDs, SitAns, 
MOUs, public financing initiatives 
and the implementation of  
family-friendly policies.

Enhanced approach for including 
parenting in B4R and as part of 
core partnerships.

Who would be 
involved 

Regional Offices and the 
PD parenting working 
group (multi-sectoral) 
would co-create the 
framework, drawing on 
the rich learnings and 
experiences of UNICEF 
country teams supporting 
cross-sectoral,  
life-course programming 
linked to broader 
community engagement 
strategies and systems 
strengthening across 
sectors. 

Division of Communication 
(DOC) in collaboration with 
the Communication for 
Development Section of 
Programme Division (PD) as 
coordinator of the Internet 
of Good Things (IoGT) 
would lead the UNICEF 
Parenting Hub, including 
digital and community-based 
engagement for families that 
have low-income, are hard to 
reach or lack connectivity. 

PD, Private Funding and 
Partnerships (PFP) and the Public 
Partnerships Division (PPD) would 
work with ongoing partnerships, 
sister agencies and businesses 
as part of the B4R framework. 
Other partnerships for the scaling 
up of community-based parenting 
programmes include the Global 
Interfaith Initiative, the Early 
Childhood Development Action 
Network (ECDAN) and the Global 
Partnership to End Violence 
Against Children. 
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