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NATIONAL STUDY OF PARENT TO PARENT: 
A SUMMARY OF THE RESULTS 

 

Parent to Parent programs provide emotional and informational support to parents of 
children who have special needs. To provide this support, trained and experienced 
veteran parents are carefully matched in 1-1 relationships with parents who are newly 
referred to the program. Because the veteran parent has shared the experience of a 
disability in the family, the veteran parent is often able to provide a unique form of support 
that only another parent who has "been there" can. There are over 500 local Parent to 
Parent programs nationally, with at least one program in every state, and approximately 
35,000 parents are involved in one-to-one Parent to Parent matches. 

A participatory action research team of parents and researchers completed a 3-year 
national study to determine the effectiveness of Parent to Parent support for referred 
parents. Parents and researchers from Parent to Parent of New Hampshire, Parent to 
Parent of Vermont, and the Hood Center at the Dartmouth-Hitchcock Medical Center; the Family 
Support Network of North Carolina and the University of North Carolina; the Family 
Connection in South Carolina; and Families Together/Parent to Parent of Kansas and the 
Beach Center on Families and Disability at the University of Kansas Parents worked 
together to design the study, write the grant application; and carry out this important 
study. Between 1994 and 1996, 400 referred parents in New Hampshire, Vermont, North 
Carolina, South Carolina, and Kansas participated in this study. Dr. George Singer, now at the 
University of California at Santa Barbara, CA directed this study. 

WHY WE DID THIS RESEARCH 
 
While parents know so well the real value of one-to-one Parent to Parent support, there were no 
research data to support these parent testimonials about the efficacy of Parent to Parent. 
Parent to Parent programs asked for research to determine the effectiveness of Parent to 
Parent support. Leaders in Parent to Parent believed that if data were available that 
demonstrated the effectiveness of Parent to Parent support, such data would enhance the 
credibility and fundability of Parent to Parent programs and the services they provide to parents 
who have a child/adult with a disability. 

HOW OUR STUDY WORKED 
 

A research team of parents and researchers in each of the five states recruited parents who 
have a son or daughter with special needs and who have never been in a Parent to Parent 
program to join the study. We distributed brochures announcing the study, printed articles 
in newsletters for parents who have a child with special needs, and informed service 
providers about the study. Parents chose to return a reply card to indicate their interest in 
the study, or they called an 800 number to talk to the research assistant. During the first 
contact with interested parents, the research assistant explained the study to the parents 
and asked them if they were willing to participate in an experiment that might require them 
to wait for 8 weeks before being matched with a veteran parent. No parent who was 
uncomfortable waiting was enrolled in the study. Parents who chose to enroll in the study 
were then randomly assigned to either the "No Wait" group or the "Wait" group. 
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Referred parents in the "No Wait" group were matched within 48 hours with a veteran parent 
who had had at least eight hours of training from a Parent to Parent program. Each of the 
referred parents received at least two face-to-face or telephone contacts during the first 
eight weeks of their match. Referred parents in the "Wait" group received no services from 
the Parent to Parent program for eight weeks. At eight weeks each of these parents was 
then matched with a veteran parent who had had at least eight hours of training. Parents 
in both groups were asked to fill out a set of questionnaires four different times during the 
study: 
 

• Before randomization, as a pre-test  

• At three weeks after randomization 

• At two months after randomization 

• At six months after being matched 

The questionnaires allowed us to look for differences over the eight week time period when 
some parents were matched and some were not. We looked for differences in several 
different areas: 
 

• Coping 

• Acceptance 

• Family empowerment  

• Social support 

• Reliable Alliance 

• How much progress parents felt they made in getting their needs met 

We will also conducted 24 telephone interviews, using ;a standardized interview protocol, with 
parents – 12 parents who reported that Parent to Parent was helpful and 12 who reported that 
Parent to Parent was not helpful. 
 
After we collected all of the quantitative and qualitative data, we then entered the data into the 
computer and analyzed the data so that we could learn more about the impact of 1-1 Parent to 
Parent support on referred parents. We have shared our findings with families, with 
Parent to Parent programs, and with others interested in Parent to Parent support. 
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WHAT WE LEARNED FROM PARENT RESPONSES TO OUR QUESTIONNAIRES 
 
About The Parents Who Participated in the Study 
 
While we had 168 parents who enrolled in our study, not all of these parents actually 
completed the study by returning all of their questionnaires. Because we wanted to look 
for differences in the parent responses to our questionnaires from those parents who 
were involved in a one-to-one match during an eight-week time period and those parents 
who were not yet matched during this same eight-week time period, we used only the data 
from those parents who completed and returned all of the questionnaires during this eight-
week time period. Thus, the total number of parents included in our data analyses was 
128. Of these 128 parents, 8 or 6.3% lived in Vermont; 56 or 43.8% lived in New Hampshire; 
36 or 28.1 % lived in North Carolina; 15 or 11.7% lived in South Carolina; and 13 or 10.2% lived in 
Kansas. 
 
The vast majority of our responding parents were mothers (96%) with only 1 % of the parents 
being fathers, and 3% being another type. of caregiver (e.g., grandparent, aunt). Approx-
imately 83% of the responding parents were Caucasian, with 13% African-American, .6% 
Native American, and 3% reporting Other. Most of the responding parents were married 
(65%), while 18% were divorced, 11% separated, 3% never married, and 2% widowed. 
Household annual incomes were reported to be over $35,000 by 32% of the parents, with 68% 
reporting an annual income of less than $35,000. 
 
About the Children with Disabilities 
 
The age of the child with a disability was reported to be five years or younger by 41% of the 
parents, between 6 and 11 years by 38% of the parents, and older than 12 years by 21% of the 
parents. The disabilities of the children of the parents participating in our study were 
described as follows (parents may have mentioned more than one disability, so %'s will not 
equal 100%): 
 

Type of Disability % of Parents Reporting 

Developmental Delay 54% 

Learning Disability 37% 

Physical Disability 18% 

Mental Retardation 17% 

Visual Impairment 15% 

Chronic Illness 12% 

Cerebral Palsy 11% 

Epilepsy 10% 

Hearing Impairment 8% 

Unknown 3% 
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Parents also indicated the level of severity of their child's disability, with 36% describing the 
disability as severe, 40% indicating that the disability was moderate, and 18% characteriz-
ing the disability as mild. For 6% of the parents, the severity of the disability was 
unknown. 
 
The majority of parents had known about their child's diagnosis for more than 2 years (65%), 
with 24% knowing about the diagnosis for between one and two years, and 11% knowing 
about the diagnosis for less than one year. 
 

About the Impact of Parent to Parent Support On Parental Acceptance 
 
We used the Source of Strength and Family Closeness Subscale of the Kansas Inventory of 
Parental Perceptions (KIPP) to measure attitudes about a child with a disability in the family. 
This subscale consists of seven items about acceptance and perceptions of family 
adjustment. 
 
Our data from the KIPP show that parents who participated in a Parent to Parent match 
demonstrated a significant gain on this measure of acceptance of family. and disability. 
There is a significantly larger increase in the mean scores of the parents in the Go Group 
who were matched in a one-to-one match with a supporting parent during the eight-week period 
compared to the mean scores of the parents in the Wait Group who waited during the eight-
week period and were not matched. 
 
When we look at the means scores of parents in both the Go and the Wait groups together before 
their matches and after they had all had the eight-week matched experience, we find that 
participation in a Parent to Parent match resulted in a statistically significant increase in parental 
acceptance. 
 
About the Impact of Parent to Parent Support on Parental Coping 
 
We used the Perception of Coping Efficacy Scale (PCES) to measure how parents felt they were 
coping with their child and their families. This questionnaire consists of 24 items which ask 
parents to report on how they felt during the past week about their capacity to cope with their 
child with a disability and their family. 
 
Our data from the PCES show that parents who participated in a Parent to Parent match 
demonstrated some gain on this measure. While the increase in the mean scores of 
parents in the Go Group who were matched in a one-to-one match with a supporting parent 
during the eight-week period compared to the change in the mean scores of the parents in the 
Wait Group who waited during the eight-week period and were not matched is not 
statistically significant, the data indicate that Parent to Parent support does have some impact 
on parental coping. 
 
When we look at the means scores of parents in both the Go and the Wait groups together 
before their matches and after they had all had the eight-week matched experience, we find 
that participation in a Parent to Parent match resulted in a statistically significant increase in how 
well the parents felt they were coping. 
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About the Impact of Parent to Parent Support on Family Empowerment 
 
We used the Family Empowerment Scale (FES) to measure the parents' sense of being 
empowered. This scale consists of 31 items that measure how empowered parents feel with 
respect to their family, the service system, and their community. 
 
Our data from the FES show that parents who participated in a Parent to Parent match 
demonstrated a detectable gain in parental perceptions of empowerment. While the 
increase in the mean scores of parents in the Go Group who were matched in a one-to-one 
match with a supporting parent during the eight-week period compared to the change in the 
mean scores of the parents in the Wait Group who waited during the eight-week period and 
were not matched is not statistically significant, the data indicate that Parent to Parent 
support does have some impact on parental sense of empowerment. 
 
When we look at the means scores of parents in both the Go and the Wait groups together before 
their matches and after they had all had the eight-week matched experience, we find that 
participation in a Parent to Parent match resulted in a statistically signficant increase in how 
empowered the parents felt they were. 
 
About the Impact of Parent to Parent on Reliable Alliance 
 
We used the Reliable Alliance Inventory (RAI) to measure the parents' sense of having a 
reliable ally. This scale consists of 24 items that measure how connected parents feel to 
someone with a similar set of experiences to their own. 
 
Our data from the RAI show that there were no significant differences in the mean scores of 
parents in the Go Group who were matched in a one-to-one match with a supporting 
parent during the eight-week period and the mean scores of the parents in the Wait Group who 
waited during the eight-week period and were not matched. 
 
When we look at the means scores of parents in both the Go and the Wait groups together before 
their matches and after they had all had the eight-week matched experience, we find that 
participation in a Parent to Parent match resulted in a statistically significant increase in the 
parents' sense of having a reliable ally. 

About the Impact of Parent to Parent on Social Support 
 
We used the Social Provisions Scale (SPS) to measure the parents' sense of being socially 
connected with others. This scale consists of 24 items that measure how connected parents feel 
to others. 
 
Our data from the SPS show that there were no significant differences in the mean scores of 
parents in the Go Group who were matched in a one-to-one match with a supporting 
parent during the eight-week period and the mean scores of the parents in the Wait Group who 
waited during the eight-week period and were not matched. 
 
When we look at the means scores of parents in both the Go and the Wait groups together before 
their matches and after they had all had the eight-week matched experience, we find that 
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participation in a Parent to Parent match did not result in a statistically signficant increase in 
the parents' sense of social support. 
 
About the Progress Parents Felt They Made on Having Their Needs Met 
In order to measure whether or not parents felt they had made progress on the specific 
problem that parents wanted Parent to Parent to address, we asked parents to respond to 
two questions. The first asked them to identify their major specific need that influenced 
them to seek Parent to Parent support. The second asked them how much progress they 
felt they had made in getting that need met. 
 
Our data show that parents who participated in a Parent to Parent match reported that they 
made significantly greater progress on getting their needs met than parents who did not 
participate in a Parent to Parent match 
 
About the Impact of Parent to Parent on Level of Stress 
 
In order to learn more about the levels of stress related to the child of parents before and after 
their matched experience, we asked parents to describe their level of stress. 
 
Our data show that parents who participated in a Parent to Parent match and those parents 
who were not yet matched both showed some reduction in stress related to the child over 
the course of the study, but the differences between the parents who were matched and the 
parents who were not yet matched were not significant. 
 
When we look at both groups of parents together before their match and after their eight-
week matched experience, we find that participation in a Parent to Parent match did not 
result in a statistically significant decrease in the parents' stress related to the child with a 
disability. 
 
The fact that we found no significant differences in the levels of stress related to the child as a 
result of Parent to Parent support may be because a Parent to Parent match offers parents 
emotional support and information, but it cannot change (at least immediately) many of the system 
stressors (e.g., medical and financial realities) that families continue to face. 
 
About the Impact of Parent to Parent on How Helpful Parents Perceive Parent to Parent 
to Be 
 
At the end of their eight-week matched experience, we asked each parent to tell us how helpful 
Parent to Parent had been to them. When we look at both groups of parents together 
after their eight-week matched experience, our data show that for all the parents who 
partici-pated in an eight-week Parent to Parent match, 80% reported that Parent to Parent was 
at least slightly helpful. 
 
About the Services Learned About Because of Parent to Parent 

 
We provided parents with a list of 39 common kinds of support that parents typically request when 
they call Parent to Parent. We used this list to develop a questionnaire that asked parents 
to respond to the double question: Which of the following services does your child currently 
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receive? and Which of these services did you learn about from Parent to Parent? 
 
Our data indicate that a Parent to Parent match provided parents with new information 
about available services for only a minority (approximately 15%) of the parents. Perhaps 
this finding is an indication that the service system as a whole is providing parents with more 
information about available services and so parents are as a whole better informed. 
 
About the Number of Contacts in the Match 
 
We were also interested in learning about how many contacts occurred between the 
supporting parent and the referred parent during the eight-week matched period of the 
study. At the end of the eight-week matched experience for parents in both the Go Group 
and the Wait Group, we asked them to report on the number of contacts they had with 
their matched parent. 
 
Our data revealed that for most parents the Parent to Parent match consisted of only a 
few contacts during the eight-week matched period of the study, with the average number 
of contacts during the eight-week match being 2.84. 
 
About the Effect of the Number of Contacts on How Helpful Parents Perceived Parent to 
Parent to Be 
 
In order to determine if there was a relationship between the number of contacts in a match and 
how helpful the referred parents found Parent to Parent support to be, we looked at the 
combined responses from the Go Group and the Wait Group parents at the end of their eight--
week matched experiences. Our data clearly suggest that the more contacts there are 
between the matched parents, the more helpful Parent to Parent support is found to be. 
 

WHAT WE LEARNED FROM OUR CONVERSATIONS WITH PARENTS 
 
We randomly selected 24 parents who had completed the study (12 of whom found Parent to 
Parent support to be helpful and 12 of whom found Parent to Parent support not helpful):  All 24 
were biological parents, with 23 being mothers, and one father. 
 
The 12 parents we talked with who found Parent to Parent to be helpful told us that Parent 
to Parent was helpful to them because: 

 
• The supporting parent had family and disability experiences that were similar to 

their own. These 12 parents could tell that the supporting parent had been 
there and walked in the same shoes. One parent commented: 

 
It was a very helpful experience from the perspective that you realize that 
you're not alone, dealing with the problems; that you have someone there 
who ... has similar experiences... 

 
• They could compare the reactions of the supporting parent to the disability. 

experience and find that they were similar to their own and that their own 
feelings were normal. They also mentioned that being able to see what life 
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was like for the supporting parent gave them a greater sense of hope for the 
future for their child and family. A parent explained: 

 
It really did help to know that some of the things we were thinking and 
feeling were perfectly normal; that there wasn't anything with it. 

 
• Their supporting parent was available 'round the clock – just a telephone call 

away. Even if they didn't talk to the supporting parent all that often, they 
knew that they could at any time. A parent commented: 

 
If I didn't feel confident in going to someone else, I knew that I could always pick up the 

phone and call my support parent and discuss some things with her. 
 

• The relationship between the referred parent and the supporting parent is an 
equal one based upon similar life experiences, and the support is often 
reciprocal. One parent related: 

 
She just tries to help me out.... If she is having a bad day, I'll try to help her 
out.... We just take turns calling each other checking up.... 

 
The 12 parents we talked with who found Parent to Parent to be not as helpful told us 
that Parent to Parent was not as helpful to them because:  
 

• Their child's disability and/or their family's situation was so rare that an 
appropriate match could not be found. The Parent to Parent program did 
not have a supporting parent with similar experiences who was available to be 
a part of a match. 

 
• The busy lives that most parents of children with disabilities lead sometimes 

means that frequent contact is difficult. One parent reported that she had 
been matched with a supporting parent who lived in a different part of the 
state. The long distance telephone expenses meant that contacts had to be brief 
and infrequent. She explained: 

 
Because I know we would have kept even more in touch if that hadn't been a 
problem..., we couldn't talk that long because of the cost. 

 
• The supporting parent's family and disability situation is too different from their own. 

While Parent to Parent programs try to make the closest possible match, a 
supporting parent with exactly the same family and disability experiences 
may not always be available. One parent elaborated: 

 
I mean we have similarities, but they're still different in the disabilities .... It's 
helpful to learn what they went through [with] some of the problems. But 
then there are some that come up that... she hadn't experienced. 
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• The supporting parent's personality and style are too different from their own – 
communication style, parenting style, outlook on disability, future vision for the 
child. A parent related: 

 
We have different styles of dealing with our children and we realized that very quickly. .. 
She has a very different way of looking at things ... her point of view about things is 
different. 
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HOW THIS INFORMATION CAN BE HELPFUL 
 
As a Basis for Justifying the Importance of Parent to Parent Support 
 
For the last 20+ years, parents have been appreciating the value of Parent to Parent 
support and many have shared their experiences in a Parent to Parent match in an anecdotal 
way. 
 
Now there are hard data that have been generated from this study that support what 
parents have been saying for years. These data, when added to the parent testimonials, 
may be very useful in convincing funding sources and policymakers about the effectiveness 
of Parent to Parent support. Perhaps the results of our study will mean that more Parent to 
Parent programs will be available for families, and that Parent to Parent support will become 
an integral part of a comprehensive system of services for families. 
 
Referral sources to Parent to Parent programs (e.g., medical professionals, social 
workers, teachers, religious leaders, other parents) are an important link to the success of 
a Parent to Parent program. As these referral sources learn about the existence of data 
that demonstrate the effectiveness of Parent to Parent support, they may refer parents to 
Parent to Parent programs with greater frequency. 
 
As a Basis for Programmatic Information for Parent to Parent Programs 
 
The results from our quantitative study clearly demonstrate that Parent to Parent makes a 
significant difference in parents' acceptance, their sense of being able to cope, and the progress 
that parents feel they make on the need or problem that existed when they contact a 
Parent to Parent program. From our qualitative study, our interviews with parents suggest 
some programmatic best practices that Parent to Parent programs may want to consider adding 
to or expanding in their own programs: 
 

• Parent to Parent coordinators should take time to learn about the referred 
parent's needs, personality, and preferences before making a match. 

 
• Parent to Parent coordinators should make follow-up calls to both parents in a 

match to ensure that the connection has been made and that the match is a 
positive experience for both parents. 

 
• Referred parents and supporting parents need to understand that a re-match is 

always an option. 
 
• Supporting parents should be responsible for initiating and maintaining contacts 

with the referred parents. 
 
• Supporting parents should be aware that the more contacts a referred 

parent has from a supporting parent, the more helpful the referred parent 
finds Parent to Parent to be. 

 
• Additional funding is necessary so that long distance telephone expenses 
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related to the match do not have to be incurred by the parents. 
 
As a Basis for New Resources for Families and Professionals 

Parent to Parent programs have been seeking ways to evaluate their own program effective-
ness, and the procedures and questionnaires that were used in our study provide a tailor-
made way to evaluate Parent to Parent programs. Our team developed the Parent to 
Parent Program Evaluation Manual that provides step-by-step procedures and sample 
forms for Parent to Parent programs to use in conducting their own program evaluation. 
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