
There are around one million children with special
educational needs or disability in the UK, many with
developmental or life-limiting conditions requiring complex
care. Parent carers prioritise the needs of their children,
but sometimes to the detriment of their own health. Many
carers step back from work and hobbies, and lose social
contacts. Parent ill health has implications for their ability to
care for their children. COVID-19 is likely to have worsened
this and disproportionately affected parent carers, with
lockdowns, school closures and limited services leaving
many families saying they feel abandoned. 

“Getting through the last 18 months has been one 
of the biggest challenges our family has ever had 
to face. Just when we thought life with a severely

disabled child who is medically complex, couldn’t 
get any more challenging, the pandemic hit…”  

The Children and Families Act 2014, NHS England’s
Commitment to Carers, and The NHS Long Term Plan all
recognise carers are at risk of poor health due to a lack of
support, finance concerns, stress and social isolation.
Public Health England advocates community-based
approaches to improving health and wellbeing. Existing
public health promotion is perceived as insensitive to the
challenges that parent carers experience. There remains a
paucity of public health interventions that promote health
of parent carers. 

The Healthy Parent Carers (HPC) programme is a modular
peer-led, group-based health promotion programme. The
HPC programme has been systematically and iteratively
developed with parent carers in our Family Faculty public
involvement group since 2014. The HPC programme aims
to improve health of parent carers by increasing
empowerment and resilience, and cultivating and
supporting health behaviour changes. 

The programme is led by parent carer Lead and Assistant
Facilitators and involves working with others in a group to 

P A G E  1 1  -  B A C D  N E W S L E T T E R  J A N U A R Y  2 0 2 2
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make small changes in their daily lives to improve their
health and wellbeing. The programme emphasises the
importance of parent carers taking time to look after
themselves and focuses on doing activities we refer to as
CLANGERS: Connect, Learn, be Active, Notice, Give,
Eat well, Relax and Sleep.

The underpinning mechanisms and logic model
incorporate providing knowledge, attitudes, self-efficacy,
social support, and skills. The HPC programme is delivered
by parent carers who are trained to be Lead and Assistant
Facilitators. When appropriately facilitated the sense of
social connectedness, or shared ‘social identity’ that
develops when people with similar experiences come
together in a group with a desire to make positive health
improvements, supports more effective behavioural
changes. 

Our feasibility study funded by NIHR demonstrated the
potential to substantively improve the health of parent
carers, and reduce long-term health and care costs for
children and families. It showed we could train facilitators
and deliver in community sites and generated substantial
interest with nearly 200 parent carers expressing interest
and 92 participants participating in the trial. 

Face-to-face groups were not possible during the
pandemic, hence we began modifying the programme to
be delivered virtually by Zoom supported by The National
Lottery Community Fund Coronavirus Support. We involved
our Family Faculty to ensure the acceptability of the online
delivery format. Virtual delivery required redesigning some
content and facilitation techniques, and rewriting the
Training and Delivery Manuals. Funded by ESRC Impact
Accelerator we piloted implementation by two national
charities Contact and Council for Disabled Children training
facilitators that they recruited, who then went on to deliver
successfully in London and Lancashire.

The feedback from HPC programme participants has been
overwhelmingly positive, with many saying that it has made
lasting differences to their health and wellbeing. 



“I make sure I take some time out for myself, however
short that may be. It was really helpful to not feel so

alone on our journeys and that others are in a similar
boat to ourselves”.

 
“It’s brilliant, for so many different reasons, not just

awareness, but the coming together of people.”

“Meeting people who understand and 'get it ' reduced 
my isolation. Having parent carers as facilitators 

helped a lot.”

Implementation science increasingly recognises the need
to understand the interaction between implementation
strategies and context and the way this will impact uptake
and sustainability. The delivery partners, modes, sites and
funders for HPC in future roll-out include a wide range of
non-statutory settings. Hence HPC implementation will
need to adapt and evolve consistent with the updated MRC
framework for complex interventions.
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The expressed need and appetite for commissioning has
generated further interest in the HPC programme.
Following refinements to the manuals we are now in
further phases of training pairs of facilitators with a range
of different partners including Local Authority, Parent Carer
Forums and charities. 

We are keen to make the programme available across the
UK so it benefits as many parent carers as possible. If there
is an appropriate organisation that can deliver the HPC
programme to parent carers in your area then do get in
touch.

Contact us at pencru@exeter.ac.uk 

Read more  at https://healthyparentcarers.org/outputs/ 
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