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Abstract
Early parenthood can be stressful. Many parenting interventions emphasize skills training, as opposed to improving the
parent-child relationship. We investigated whether the Respectful Approach intervention, based on building the parent-child
relationship through observation and respect, improves stress and confidence in parents of infants and toddlers. Using a
quasi-experimental design, we compared changes in self-reported levels of stress and parenting competence between 15
parents who attended the Respectful Approach parent-child classes (once a week for six weeks), to a control group of 23
parents utilizing the ‘Parenting Sense of Competence Scale’, ‘Parental Stress Scale’ and ‘Depression Anxiety Stress Scales’.
A focus group was held at the conclusion of the intervention to provide feedback about the classes. A significant Time ×
Group interaction was observed for both parent competence (p= 0.004) and parent stress (p= 0.010). Parents in the
intervention group demonstrated a significant increase in parent competence (p= 0.001) with no significant change observed
in the control group (p= 0.787). Parent stress significantly increased in the control group (p= 0.017) and marginally
decreased in the intervention group (p= 0.134). Qualitative analysis revealed that the intervention parents felt they were
calmer and better understood their children. These findings suggest that the Respectful Approach intervention may improve
parental stress and parenting competence. Our results justify development of a randomized controlled trial to further quantify
the effect of this approach.

Keywords Respectful Parenting ● Stress ● Competence ● Infants ● Toddlers

Highlights
● We examined an early relationship-based parenting intervention (Respectful Approach) for parents of children under the

age of two.
● Respectful Approach aims to improve parent stress and competence by helping parents view the child as a separate,

competent being with their own thoughts and intentions, and to trust in the child’s abilities.
● Parents of infants revealed they felt less stressed, while parents of toddlers felt more confident after participation in the

intervention.
● Further research into the use of the Respectful Approach as a potential population-based support system is warranted.

Early parenting can be a difficult period, as parents psy-
chologically, emotionally and socially adapt to meeting the
many demands of caring for young children (Petch and
Halford 2008; Wiklund et al. 2018). Parents may also feel
overwhelmed and lack confidence as they adapt to their new
role (Hudson et al. 2001; Kristensen et al. 2018). High rates
of maternal depressive symptoms are frequently reported,
including stress (Don et al. 2014; Miller et al. 2006). Parent
stress can interfere with the parent-child relationship and
adversely impact on child outcomes (Harmeyer et al. 2016).
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The early years of the child’s life are therefore the prime
time to support family functioning (Sutton et al. 2012).

Despite this, parenting research tends to be dominated by
parent interventions focusing on older children, often once
negative patterns have developed (Reichle et al. 2012;
Sanders et al. 2014). Early behavioral parenting interven-
tions have predominantly focused upon modifying unde-
sirable child behaviors and non-compliance (Barlow et al.
2010; Hiscock et al. 2005). However, interventions focused
not on ‘fixing’ behavior but on optimizing the parent-child
relationship may be the key to potentially preventing pro-
blems occurring in the long term (Bakermans-Kranenburg
et al. 2005; Stewart-Brown 2008).

Parent interventions to enhance the parent-child rela-
tionship have included the ‘Circle of Security’, ‘Tuned in
Parenting (‘TIP’) and ‘Mellow Babies’. These interventions
utilized video feedback, whereby parent-child interactions
were recorded and later observed for reflection and dis-
cussion. Another well-researched and documented psy-
chotherapeutic treatment approach known as ‘Wait, Watch,
Wonder’ (‘WWW’), entails a mother sitting nearby her
infant observing their independent activity. Results from
such interventions suggest improvements in parent well-
being, although predominantly in at-risk or clinical samples
(Cohen et al. 1999; Hoffman 2006; Huber et al. 2016; King
et al. 2015; Levi et al. 2019). While it is acknowledged that
clinical groups should be offered intensive parent support
programs, brief universal interventions that are accessible to
all parents to support the parent-child relationship (espe-
cially to parents of children under age two) need to be
designed and evaluated for routine use in the early parent
healthcare pathway (Enebrink et al. 2015; Gilmer et al.
2016; King et al. 2015).

The Pikler® approach developed by Hungarian pediatri-
cian Dr. Emmi Pikler and ‘Resources for Infant Educarers’
RIE® established by infant specialist Magda Gerber also
place great importance on observation in care. Magda
Gerber initiated the ‘Demonstration Infant Program’ (which
later lead to RIE®) with Dr. Tom Forrest, whereby parents
were encouraged to observe their child in uninterrupted play
as Gerber modeled selective intervention. These sessions
aimed to provide early prevention of problems and were
offered to all parents of infants in the general public from
birth to 18 months old (Gerber 2013). Early learning pro-
fessionals have continued to conduct ‘parent-infant gui-
dance classes’ based on Gerber’s original model, with
advantageous reports from parents (Petrie and Owen 2005;
Suskind 1993). One study gathered anecdotal evidence of
the benefit of a group class format based on this approach to
increase parents reflective functioning and perceive their
child more positively (Reynolds 2003). At the core of the
Pikler® and RIE® method is the view of the child as a
separate, competent being who is psychologically

autonomous (Cooper et al. 2014). Through providing
opportunities for observation of their child in uninterrupted
play, the method aims to encourage parents to consider that
children have individual thoughts and intentions that lead
their actions and to trust in the child’s inborn competencies
(Gerber 2002). Initial investigations suggest the application
of these principles promote attachment in the parent-child
relationship (Triulzi 2008). This approach has also been
examined in group settings of childcare centers (Bussey and
Hill 2017) and an orphanage with positive results to child
outcomes, caregiving practices and adult-child interactions
(Gerber 2013; Petrie and Owen 2005; Pikler 1968).

The Respectful Approach intervention utilized in this
study entails parent-child group classes based on the Pikler®
and RIE® six guiding principles: trust, mutual respect,
sensitive observation, a prepared environment, time for
uninterrupted play and consistency (Gerber 2002; Tardos
2010). At times it looks similar to the ‘Watch, Wait and
Wonder’ approach utilized in psychotherapy, albeit with
somewhat different theoretical underpinnings and super-
visory framework (Tucker 2006). Many elements of
‘WWW’ are consistent with our intervention, such as an
environment to support optimal infant led play with access
to the parent (Gerber 2002; Muir et al. 1999). The
Respectful Approach intervention aims to cater to universal
parent populations with the addition of opportunities for
parent social connectivity (Bennett et al. 2017). The direct
child observation during the classes are also one step
closer than in community based video interaction approa-
ches such as the ‘Tuned in Parenting’ program (King et al.
2015).

In this study, the Respectful Approach intervention was
investigated to determine its potential as a preventative
initiative. The aim was to invite parents to explore their
cognitions and reorganize their narrative regarding their
child as they viewed them at play. The group discussions
were based on observations and parents’ current questions.
Parents were also able to consider new perspectives
regarding their ‘parent role’. For example, they were
encouraged to view caregiving moments as opportunities to
build their relationship with their child through participatory
care, as opposed to perceiving caregiving moments as
chores to be rushed through (Chahin 2008; Gerber 2002).
We aimed to gather pilot data about the effectiveness of the
Respectful Approach intervention to improve parental
wellbeing in early parenting. Primary outcomes of our study
were parent competence and parent stress. Secondary out-
comes included general stress, anxiety, and depression. In
addition, participant feedback regarding the effectiveness
and acceptability of the Respectful Approach parent-child
classes were gathered to inform future larger studies. We
hypothesized that the Respectful Approach intervention
would be associated with increased parent confidence and
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decreased parent related stress, along with lower general
stress, depression, and anxiety.

Methods

Participants

Parents who were primary caregivers of an infant or toddler
aged under two years old were recruited by convenience
sampling through various family-based organizations such
as libraries and playgroups, in Perth, Western Australia.
Parents self-selected into the study (n= 38) (all mothers,
although fathers were also invited to participate) and chose
to participate in either the intervention (n= 15) (six in an
infant class and nine in a toddler class) or control group (n
= 23). All participants were required to have a good
understanding of written and spoken English and be over 18
years of age. The intervention participants were required to
be available to attend six classes in person with their child.
The control group did not receive any intervention or any
attention from the researchers over the study period. Ethics
approval was provided through the Edith Cowan University
(ECU) Human Research Ethics Committee for this study
(project code: 27263) and all participants provided informed
consent. Using G*Power, an a-priori sample size calcula-
tion was performed for a mixed model design with 2 groups
(i.e. control and toddler/infant group) and 2 time points (pre
and post intervention). The minimum required sample size
to detect a medium Group × Time interaction effect size (i.e.
Cohen’s f= 0.25) at 5% level of significance and 80%
power was 34, or 17 subjects per group.

Procedure

This study used a quasi-experimental mixed method design
to assess the impact of the Respectful Approach parent-
child classes, utilizing repeated quantitative measures over
two time points (see Fig. 1) in addition to qualitative data
collected at study end. The intervention group included
parents of infants aged four to eight months old, who
attended a parent-infant class, along with parents of toddlers

aged sixteen to twenty months old, who attended a parent-
toddler class. Parents in the intervention group completed
baseline questionnaires, prior to commencing the first
parent-child class and again at the end of the final class. The
control group included parents who had at least one child
aged two years or younger. The control group completed
baseline questionnaires at the same time points via mail in a
stamped self-addressed envelope provided by the
researchers. The quantitative data was the dominant com-
ponent of this study. Self-reported questionnaires were
completed by both groups to measure parental confidence
and stress, along with general stress, depression, and anxi-
ety. Responses were linked to individuals by a unique code
for anonymity. In order to extend on quantitative data and
extract meaningful descriptions regarding the parents per-
spective of being in the classes, focus groups were held after
the final class (Ansay et al. 2004; Gill et al. 2008). Feedback
on acceptability of class structure and content was gathered
to guide any adjustment to future class formats.

Separate infant and toddler Respectful Approach inter-
vention classes were conducted in small groups to take into
consideration the developmental differences in these age
groups. We also wanted to determine if parents of infants
and toddlers responded differently to the intervention across
any of the measures. Parents in the intervention group
attended six weeks of the Respectful Approach intervention
parent-child classes with either their infant or toddler once a
week for one hour. The same parent was required to attend
each week and was not permitted to bring any other children
along to the class, to minimize distractions. The room in
which the classes were conducted was set up specifically to
cater to infant and toddler developmental stages, utilizing
small climbing equipment, soft mats, and appropriate play
objects (see Supplementary Fig. 1). As a part of the inter-
vention, parents were asked to remain in the same area in
the room so that their child could explore and return to them
as needed. They were asked to observe without interruption,
while the facilitators engaged with the children only as
necessary. Two facilitators were involved in both infant and
todder classes, both qualified Early Childhood Educators
and certified in the ‘RIE™ Foundations’ course which
explicitly teaches the core principles shared in the

Interven�on 
Group 
n=15 

Control Group 
n=23 

Baseline 
Ques�onnaires 

Baseline 
Ques�onnaires 

Parents of 
children 0-2 

years old 

Parent-infant 
classes

6 weeks

No 
Interven�on

6 weeks

End 
Ques�onnaires 

n=13
Focus group

End 
Ques�onnaires 

n= 21

Infant Class n= 6  
Toddler Class n=9 

Fig. 1 Study design
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Respectful Approach intervention. Each class covered one
principle per week (see Supplementary Table 1). The
structure of the class involved welcome, settling in, intro-
ducing the principle for the week and a period of unin-
terrupted play where parents observed their children. This
session concluded with group discussion about what was
observed. Parents were also provided with weekly handouts
and reflective questions pertaining to each principle. Links
to relevant support organizations were also provided to all
parents.

Measures

Demographics questionnaire

A demographics questionnaire was completed by all study
participants. Questions related to age, marital status, edu-
cation level, employment status, annual household income,
postcode, childcare arrangements, previous knowledge of
‘Resources for Infant Educarers’ RIE®, child age, child
gender and the number of siblings.

Parenting sense of competence

Parent competence (also referred to as perceived parent self-
efficacy or parent confidence in the literature) relates to
parent cognitions about how capable they are in performing
their new role and has been found to shield against early
symptoms of parent psychological distress (Crncec et al.
2008, 2010). To assess parent confidence, the 17-item
Parenting Sense of Competence Scale, was used to deter-
mine parenting self-efficacy and satisfaction (Johnston and
Mash 1989). A 6-point scale rates agreement to statements
from ‘strongly disagree’ to ‘strongly agree’, with higher
scores indicative of higher parent confidence (Ohan et al.
2000). It has been validated for factor structure and internal
consistency within an Australian sample and with mothers
in a normative sample (Gilmore and Cuskelly 2009; Rogers
and Matthews 2004).

Parental stress

Parent stress relates to the negative mental perceptions
parents have of themselves or their children (Leigh and
Milgrom 2008; Williford et al. 2007). To assess stress
specifically related to parenting, the Parental Stress Scale
was used, an 18-item measure of stress generated from
having children (Berry and Jones 1995). It utilizes a 5-point
scoring process of statements relating to both negative and
positive components of parenting, with 1 indicative of full
disagreement and 5 indicative of full agreement (Lessen-
berry and Rehfeldt 2004). This tool has been validated in an
Australian sample and with mothers in a clinical and

non-clinical sample and found to be internally stable and
consistent across varying parent characteristics (Berry and
Jones 1995; Tellegen and Sanders 2014).

Depression, anxiety, and stress

To assess general stress not specifically related to parenting,
the short form of the Depression Anxiety Stress Scales
(DASS-21) was utilized, a 21-item tool used to distinguish
between the dimensions of depression, anxiety and stress
(Henry and Crawford 2005). The psychometric properties
of the DASS-21 have been shown to have internal stability
(Lovibond and Lovibond 1995), and it has been validated in
both community and clinical samples, including with par-
ents of infants and toddlers (Antony et al. 1998; Dunning
and Giallo 2012).

Data Analysis

Parenting confidence, parent stress and general stress
questionnaires

Data was entered into IBM SPSS Statistics for Windows
(Version 25.0, Armonk, NY) for analysis. Participant
characteristics at baseline were categorized and tabulated
(see Table 1). Differences in participant characteristics
between the intervention and control groups were assessed
using the Chi-square independence test. A linear mixed
model was used to determine any statistically significant
variations between the intervention and control group across
all measures over the six-week period to ascertain the effect
of the Respectful Approach intervention on parent con-
fidence, stress, anxiety and depression in the intervention
group. All models were adjusted for mother’s age, socio-
economic status, education, employment, income, child-
care, previous parent education and number of children.
This analysis was then repeated comparing the infant and
toddler groups to the control group. Results were deemed
significant if p < 0.05.

Focus group

To gather feedback about the parent-child classes, a focus
group following each of the final classes at the end of the
six-week period was conducted. Children continued to play
during the focus group, while one facilitator supervised
them. A focus group guide was developed, containing open-
ended questions, and closely followed by the other facil-
itator. The focus group guide included introductory ques-
tions relating to participants’ overall experience attending
the classes, and guiding questions related specifically to
class structure (time, length, routine, environment), content
(the principles, weekly handouts, reflection activities) and
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the overall success of the classes. One parent from the infant
group and one parent from the toddler group were unable to
attend the focus group in person and therefore provided
feedback online via email. The focus group was voice
recorded by an OLYMPUS Digital Voice Recorder (VN-
731PC) and a Samsung S8 voice recorder, with consent
from participants. The focus group data was analyzed uti-
lizing the method of ‘thematic analysis’ to identify themes
and capture data relevant to our research questions. The
researchers utilized an inductive approach to understanding
the data gathered. The process of analysis involved the
following steps. The focus group recordings were tran-
scribed verbatim by ‘Go Transcribe’ services, Australia
(https://gotranscript.com). Transcripts were carefully
checked for errors and updated for accuracy. A semantic
approach was taken to categorize what was said. We then
calculated the number of times a theme occurred and
interpreted their relevance to our study questions based on

existing literature. This process was reviewed by two
researchers involved in the study and a realist approach was
applied, whereby the surface level language enabled us to
make meaning of the data. Although this process is often
not viewed as an analytical method, it is able to provide
insightful data. Each de-identified participant was provided
with a code to identify them by number and group (e.g.
Mother 1, Infant Group—‘M1, IG’).

Results

Baseline Characteristics

The baseline characteristics of the parents from both the
control group and intervention group are illustrated in
Table 1. All parents were female and over 90% were mar-
ried or living with a partner. Mothers had an average age of

Table 1 Participant
characteristics at baseline

Total n (%) Control n (%) Intervention n (%) p value

38 23 15

Mean age and SD (years) 32.3 (4.0) 32.6 (4.4) 31.9 (3.5) 0.470a

Socioeconomic status

SEIFAb 1-6 (Australian Bureau of
Statistics 2018)

7 (18.9) 4 (18.2) 3 (20) 0.890c

SEIFA 7-11 30 (81.1) 18 (81.8) 12 (80)

University qualification

Yes 26 (68.4) 19 (82.6) 7 (46.7) 0.020c

No 12 (31.6) 4 (17.4) 8 (53.3)

Employment status

Work or study 24 (63.2) 17 (73.9) 7 (46.7) 0.089c

Stay at home or maternity leave 14 (36.8) 6 (26.1) 8 (53.3)

Annual household income (AUD)

$90,000 or above 28 (75.7) 17 (77.3) 11 (73.3) 0.784c

Below $90,000 9 (24.3) 5 (22.7) 4 (26.7)

Child care arrangements

Any (family, friends, paid) 33 (91.7) 20 (95.2) 13 (86.7) 0.359c

None 3 (8.3) 1 (4.8) 2 (13.3)

Previous RIEd (Gerber 2002)

Parent education

Yes 17 (44.7) 8 (34.8) 9 (60) 0.185c

No 21 (55.3) 15 (65.2) 6 (40)

First time parent

Yes 18 (47.4) 5 (21.7) 13 (86.7) 0.001c

No 20 (52.6) 18 (78.3) 2 (13.3)

aIndependent t-test
bSEIFA stands for the Socio-Economic Indexes for Areas. The number rates the socioeconomic status with
lower scores indicative of lower socioeconomic advantage and higher scores indicative of higher
socioeconomic advantage
cChi-square test
dRIE stands for ‘Resources for Infant Educarers’. It is an organization established by infant specialist Magda
Gerber to distribute knowledge and resources to parents and early childhood educators
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32 (±4.0) years. Most mothers had a relatively high socio-
economic status (SEIFA 7-11), held a university qualifica-
tion and were engaged in either full time work, part time
work, or study. The majority also indicated childcare sup-
port from either family, friends or paid care and had an
annual family salary of AUD 90,000 or above. There were
more mothers in the control group who had more than one
child and held a tertiary qualification than mothers in the
intervention group. While parents in both groups had heard
of ‘Resources for Infant Educarers’ RIE®, more parents
from the intervention group were aware of it.

Attendance Rates

One intervention participant withdrew from the study after
week one, due to unforeseen personal circumstances. The
remaining intervention participants attended an average of
83.3% (five out of six) of the classes over the six-week
period, with one class being the maximum amount missed
by any one parent. Reasons for missing classes were one
late enrollment and sickness. Participants were contacted
via Skype or phone to receive the content covered in the
missed class, and to discuss that week’s principle. The focus
group was attended in person by 84.6% of intervention
participants.

Parent Competence and Parent Stress

A significant Time ×Group interaction was observed for both
parent competence (p= 0.004) and parent stress (p= 0.010).
For the intervention group, there was a significant increase in
parent competence (p= 0.001), but no significant change was
observed in the control group (p= 0.787). In contrast, a sig-
nificant increase in parent stress was evident in the control
group post intervention, with 15 of the 19 parents (84%)
reporting an increase in their stress level (p= 0.017). Con-
versely, nine out of 11 parents (82%) in the intervention
group reported a reduction in stress (p= 0.134).

General Depression, Anxiety and Stress

A significant interaction effect of Time ×Group was observed
in the stress (p= 0.026) and depression (p= 0.045) compo-
nents of the DASS over the six-week period. A significant
reduction in stress (p= 0.004) was evident in the intervention
group, whilst a marginal mean reduction in depression was
observed (p= 0.062) with eight out of 12 parents (67%)
reporting a reduction in depression. There were no significant
changes observed in either the stress (p= 0.989) or depression
scores (p= 0.353) in the control group (see Fig. 2 and Table 2).
The intervention had no significant impact on general anxiety.

Control Group 
n=23 

Intervention Group (infants & toddlers) 
n=15 

60
62
64
66
68
70
72
74
76

Pre Post

Parent Competence 1

34
36
38
40
42
44
46
48

Pre Post

Parent Stress 2

2

3

4

5

Pre Post

General Depression 3

1

2

3

4

5

Pre Post

General Anxiety 3

5

6

7

8

9

10

Pre Post

General Stress 3

Fig. 2 Comparison between control and intervention groups changes
in parent competence, parent stress and general depression, anxiety
and general stress measures over a 6-week period. 1Parent Sense of
Competence Scale to measure changes in parent competence, higher
scores indicate higher competence (Ohan et al. 2000). 2Parental Stress

Scale used to measure parent stress; higher scores indicate higher
parent stress (Berry and Jones 1995). 3Depression, Anxiety and Stress
Scale used to measure general depression, anxiety and stress, higher
scores indicate higher levels of general depression, anxiety and stress
(Parkitny and McAuley 2010)
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Three Group Category Comparison: Infant
Intervention, Toddler Intervention and Control Group

A significant Time ×Group interaction effect was still observed
in parent competence (p= 0.016) and parent stress (p= 0.024)
when the intervention was split into infant and toddler groups
(see Fig. 3 and Table 3). A marginal increase in parent com-
petence was observed in the infant group (p= 0.052), and a
significant increase was evident in the toddler group

(p= 0.005). No significant change was observed in the control
group (p= 0.792). Conversely, a significant increase in stress
was seen in the control group (p= 0.017), while no significant
changes in parent stress was observed in both infant (p=
0.105) and toddler intervention groups (p= 0.503). There was
a weak Time ×Group interaction effect in general stress (p=
0.086) and general depression (p= 0.072), with marginal
reduction in stress observed in the infant intervention group
(p= 0.052), while the toddler intervention group observed a

Table 2 Linear mixed modeling
post hoc results for each of the
outcome variables for the
control group and intervention
group (total n= 38)

Outcome Control (n= 23) Intervention (n= 15)

Pre mean (SD) Post mean (SD) p value Pre mean (SD) Post mean (SD) p value

Parent
Competencea

72.9 (3.9) 72.6 (3.9) 0.787 62.2 (3.7) 68.3 (3.8) 0.001

Parent Stressb 37.4 (2.8) 40.0 (2.6) 0.017 46.4 (2.7) 44.4 (2.45) 0.134

General
Depressionc

2.6 (0.9) 3.0 (0.9) 0.353 4.1 (0.8) 3.1 (0.9) 0.062

General Anxietyc 2.4 (0.8) 2.1 (0.8) 0.412 4.2 (0.7) 3.8 (0.7) 0.338

General Stressc 5.8 (1.6) 5.7 (1.5) 0.989 9.3 (1.5) 7.5 (1.5) 0.004

a‘Parent Sense of Competence Scale’ was used to measure changes in parent competence
b‘Parental Stress Scale’ was used to measure parent stress
c‘Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scale’ was used to measure depression, anxiety and general stress
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Fig. 3 Comparison between control and infant and toddler intervention
groups for changes in parent competence, parent stress and depression,
anxiety and general stress measures over a 6-week period. 1Parent
Sense of Competence Scale to measure changes in parent competence,
higher scores indicate higher competence (Ohan et al. 2000). 2Parental

Stress Scale used to measure parent stress; higher scores indicate
higher parent stress (Berry and Jones 1995). 3Depression, Anxiety and
Stress Scale used to measure general depression, anxiety and stress,
higher scores indicate higher levels of general depression, anxiety and
stress (Parkitny and McAuley 2010)
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reduction in both stress (p= 0.030) and depression
(p= 0.033). No significant changes were evident in the control
group (p > 0.05 for both stress and depression). No significant
changes in general anxiety was noted in any of the groups
(p > 0.05).

Covariates

No significant association was observed between any of the
covariates with changes in parent confidence, general stress,
and anxiety. However, first time parents tended to score
lower on the depression (p= 0.027) and parent stress
(p= 0.001) scales. There were more first-time parents in the
intervention groups.

Thematic Analysis of Focus Groups

In-person focus groups included five out of six parents from
the infant group and nine out of 11 parents from the toddler
group. Each focus group session was approximately 35min
long. The main themes were that parents felt relaxed and
gained insight into their children’s developments and personal
intentions as they observed them playing. The modeled
interactions with the children by the facilitators assisted parent
learning and relieved pressure for parents. The classes were
found to be acceptable to parents with one main request
amongst the parents for session times earlier than 10am to be
made available (see Supplementary Table 2).

Reflecting on Parent’s Experience

Parents felt relieved of pressure and more relaxed through
observation. Parents from both groups agreed that by
attending the classes they were able to ‘step back and get a

broader perspective’ of their parenting, which lessened
pressure. Parents reflected their appreciation to be able to
observe their child without feeling required to be in charge.
This theme was reflected in statements such as:

‘Yes, and just being able to observe and not be solely
in charge of your child’s behaviour. If they do
something wrong or try to take something from
others, you don’t have to jump in there and defend the
other child because all the parents we are not all
judging each other like we may do in other
environments.’ Mother 4, Toddler group (M4, TG)

‘It definitely feels good to have that pressure off our
shoulders, to know that all of us are on the same page,
and we’re not going to be judged because your kid
took a toy away from the other kid…or that your kid
is crying, … it feels like the safest place. A safe place
for us as well.’ (M2, TG)

Parents in both the infant and toddler groups referred
to societal pressures and agreed that attending the classes
assisted in alleviating their sense of performance pres-
sure, helping them to refocus on their relationship with
their children. They reported that they felt reassured to
let their children express themselves without feeling
obliged to react, as well as experiencing a sense of
calmness and relaxation as they observed their children.
These attitudes were expressed through statements
such as:

‘Because I think there’s so much pressure- like “This
is what you should do for your kid.”… This just made

Table 3 Linear mixed modeling post hoc results for each of the outcome variables for the control group, infant intervention group and toddler
intervention group (total n= 38)

Outcome Control (n= 23) Infant Intervention (n= 6) Toddler Intervention (n= 9)

Pre
mean (SD)

Post
mean (SD)

p value Pre
mean (SD)

Post
mean (SD)

p value Pre
mean (SD)

Post
mean (SD)

p value

Parent
Competencea

72.2 (4.1) 71.9 (4.1) 0.792 59.8 (5.6) 65.1 (5.8) 0.052 63.1 (4.3) 69.7 (4.3) 0.005

Parent Stress
Scaleb

37.7 (2.9) 40.3 (2.7) 0.017 49.0 (4.2) 45.4 (3.7) 0.105 45.1 (3.1) 44.0 (2.8) 0.503

Depressionc 2.8 (0.9) 3.3 (0.9) 0.345 4.9 (1.2) 4.7 (1.4) 0.841 3.9 (0.9) 2.4 (1.0) 0.033

Anxietyc 2.3 (0.8) 2.0 (0.8) 0.402 3.8 (1.1) 2.7 (1.1) 0.182 4.4 (0.9) 4.3 (0.8) 0.819

General Stressc 5.7 (1.7) 5.7 (1.6) 0.987 9.1 (2.3) 7.2 (2.2) 0.052 9.4 (1.8) 7.7 (1.7) 0.030

a‘Parent Sense of Competence Scale’ was used to measure changes in parent competence
b‘Parental Stress Scale’ was used to measure parent stress
c‘Depression, Anxiety and Stress Scale’ was used to measure depression, anxiety and general stress
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me take a step back and realize that all she needs is
me…’ (M1, IG)

Parents reflected this same attitude of calmness carried
over outside of the parent-child class environment, with one
participant reflecting:

‘I am more relaxed when he cries and …have come to
understand his personality better. And that crying is a
big part of his communication and I can’t always
make him happy. This seems to help us both!’
(M5, IG)

Participants enjoyed attending classes and would
recommend them to others. Parents found the classes ben-
eficial, all saying they would recommend them to others
because they provide a different perspective to parenting:

‘I love this approach and I’d recommend to everyone
because it’s the opposite. You don’t need any of that
stuff, you just need to keep existing with that
relationship thing right there.’ (M2, IG)

Reflecting on the Inclusion of the Children in Classes

Parents communicated that through the process of
observation they began to understand their children as
separate people with their own feelings and interests.
They came to appreciate their needs to express them-
selves and explore independently with enjoyment. They
reflected on how they were better able to ‘tune in to
respond’ rather than react, by giving their children space
and observing them. Parents from the infant group
noticed their children’s developments, progress, and
competencies as they observed them. They felt their
children made progress when given space and time. They
saw their emotions as developments. They felt like they
could trust their children to develop without needing to
force them.

‘I have a greater understanding of my baby as a little
human. I watch his development with more awareness
and trust him to accomplish a lot more on his own. I
see his genuine delight in concurring tasks. Something
I wouldn’t have understood before.’ (M5, IG)

‘I understand that she needs her own space, that she’s
got her own feelings and she does need to express
them, whereas before I was like, she’s really just a
baby, but that I was always to control everything.’
(M7, TG)

Parents noticed that their children behaved and played in
different ways than they did in other environments. The
majority found their children seemed more confident,
comfortable, and enjoyed the toys. Mothers noticed their
children tried new things and seemed to thrive:

‘Yes, I loved it. He loved the interaction. He loved the
freedom… He had free play, where he doesn’t have it
all the time. He previously had never really enjoyed
it.’ (M3, IG)

He’s so much more confident here….in his exploring and
trying new things… He was thriving in here. (M4, TG)

One parent found her son to be the opposite—less con-
fident and more apprehensive:

I think it’s a little bit opposite of what the other mums
have said, but he was a little bit more observing… I
don’t know if he doesn’t like to be observed in this
environment….’ (M2, TG)

The inclusion of children in classes and facilitator
modeling assisted parent learning. Parents reflected that
they were better able to actively absorb new information
through observing the children in their interactions with the
environment and other children. They also found the
modeling from facilitators useful in feeling more confident
in how to handle typical early childhood scenarios (e.g.
toddler conflict) as they were witnessed. While many of the
mothers agreed that the inclusion of the children assisted
them to move from theory to practice, a few suggested the
inclusion of ‘parent-only’ classes to assist them in attaining
a greater comprehension of the overarching principles.
Parents also felt that they gained from the group format and
learnt from the environment set up:

‘I’ve done parenting workshops before where just the
parents attend, and they’ve been good theoretically,
but I found this really good to have all the kids
together and have to come to terms with their
behaviors right here and now.’ (M3, TG)

‘I actually enjoyed the casualness of having a
discussion while the babies were playing. (M1, IG)

‘I liked the ability to see the kind of toys that are
appropriate, and the modelling of the principles by the
teachers.’ (M5, IG)

Parents reflected on their own parenting practice through
observing their child. Most parents from the toddler group
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found themselves reflecting and consolidating their own
parenting behaviors and approaches by attending the clas-
ses. They felt they were able to become more confident and
reassured in how to fulfill their parent role:

‘I found the most helpful for me was to notice how
much I interrupted, and just more observing him and
taking a back seat. I think it’s brought attention to my
behaviour, how I respond to things, and kind of
addressing why I respond in that manner.’ (M1, TG)

‘I kind of like the confidence that I got from the
group…. It’s good. Back home - I was … wondering
if I’m doing the right thing all the time, not really
knowing what’s a good approach… (M4, TG)

Reflecting on Class Format and Content

The class length was appropriate practically, although class
format and content amount were debated by participants. Most
parents found the length of the classes suitable for them and their
children practically. The combination of observing the child and
gathering information strengthened their understanding, how-
ever, sometimes it can be difficult to absorb the content:

‘Yes, one hour was a good amount of time for my
daughter to warm up without becoming over tired.’
(M10, TG)

‘I just think that comes back to not having enough
time. Everything was so important; you don’t want to
rush any one thing. I don’t know how you would shift
the focus to the discussion, without cutting into the
hands-off time. (M2, IG)

‘I think the length of it, probably more time on the
actual topic would be better. I think we found that a
lot of time that we were all observing, which was
great, but when I left, I was like, “What did we talk
about?” (M3, IG)

Reflection activities were useful and helped with a
sense of accountability. Parents found the weekly
challenges assisted them to reflect further on topics
discussed in class and adapt them into their daily par-
enting practices:

‘I found the…weekly activities helpful, to actually try
things out on a deadline sort of thing (M6, TG)

Most parents requested earlier class times and electronic
information in advance. Parents all reflected that they would

have preferred the option of an early morning class time as
opposed to mid-morning or midday:

‘I would say the time made it difficult. Would’ve been
easier just an hour earlier. (M2, IG)

‘A slightly earlier session would have worked better
as usually 11am is my daughter’s nap time, so she
would have probably been more interactive if the class
was earlier in the morning.’ (M10, TG)

Parents would have preferred receiving information
on the principles prior to that class as opposed to after
each class so they felt prepared to discuss the topic of
the week.

Parents suggested being provided with topic information
prior to attending the class in order to feel prepared to
engage in group discussion. They felt they would gain from
visual and written content in the class notifying them of the
principle for that week:

‘I don’t know maybe when you did the handout at the
end of the class that was for what we had just
discussed. I probably would have found it more
helpful to find out what we were going to discuss next
time. Then we could read over it (in advance) and
have our heads around what we were going to talk
about. (M4, TG)

Parents preferred the use of digital information and links
as opposed to paper and made suggestions regarding
digital platforms. Parents found paper handouts helpful
but said that being required to type in web addresses for
resources was off-putting, instead they would have
preferred digital links they could just click on. Facebook
was identified as a useful portal to communicate
information, with parents finding they consolidated
principles through information and links provided on it.
They want information easily accessible digitally and
suggested their phone rather than email. Information on
how to set up specific groups to promote discussion on
Facebook was also suggested:

‘The paper stuff that you gave us the links, I have to
say, I haven’t gone patiently in reading that sort of
thing but on Facebook I’ll read or watch a video or
YouTube clip.’ (M3, IG)

Discussion

In this discussion section we will discuss both the quanti-
tative findings and the findings from the focus group that
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support them. The results revealed that parents in the
‘Respectful Approach’ intervention group demonstrated a
statistically significant improvement in competence and
general stress, whereas the control group remained
unchanged in relation to these. Our results are comparable
to the therapeutic ‘WWW’ intervention for mother-infant
dyads, that also found improved competence and stress
scores in mothers after engaging in observation of their
infant in self-initiated activity (Cohen et al. 1999; Tucker
2006) and other studies that have explored short-term group
interventions during infancy and toddlerhood in clinical and
at-risk populations (Hayes et al. 2007; Levi et al. 2019).
With limited studies exploring parent competence and stress
in parents of children under age two in universal popula-
tions to compare our results with (Barlow et al. 2014;
Stewart-Brown 2008), they were best supported by a study
conducted with a universal sample of mothers of infants,
that utilized a program that incorporated non-judgmental
observation. Mothers who attended this mindfulness-based
intervention in early parenting displayed significant
improvements in competence and general stress compared
to controls (Perez-Blasco et al. 2013). In the general
population, new parents receive guidance that is primarily
concerned with baby care and practical skills through rou-
tine hospital and health nurse schedules. There is less
support for all parents’ psychosocial preparation and well-
being (Ateah 2013; Buultjens et al. 2017). All new parents’
confidence may be improved with interventions that
encourage them to explore psychosocial elements of early
parenting.

Focus group feedback expanded upon the quantitative
results, suggesting that parents felt relieved of pressure and
more confident in their parenting practices and interactions
with their children. They expressed opinions regarding the
impact of observation to promote reflecting on their own
parent practice and appreciation for their children’s devel-
opments. These findings are consistent with previous stu-
dies incorporating non-intrusive observation (King et al.
2015; Reynolds 2003), for example parents from a study
that implemented a group class based on ‘WWW’ called
‘Together Time’ reported that observing their children as
they played independently assisted their ongoing parent-
infant interactions (French 2011), also validated by earlier
findings (Muir 1992). Observation provides opportunities
for the parents to simply ‘be’ with their children, appreciate
their capabilities and acknowledge their struggles, which
strengthens bonds and relieves the parent of their own
agenda (Da Ros and Wong 1996; McBride 1998). Another
study that explored a parent-child observation based classes
based on RIE® principles, also found via interviews that
parents felt less pressure and urgency to be in control as
they watched their child’s actions unfolding (Lee 2016).

One of Magda Gerber’s mantras was to ‘observe more, do
less, enjoy most’, it emphasizes an adjustment to parents’
expectations of themselves and resulting stress and intru-
siveness into their children’s world (Gerber 2002). Parents
ability to reflect in such a way about their own and their
child’s state of mind can cause them to alter their behaviors
in parent-child interactions (Slade 2005).

Parents of toddlers and infants tended to respond dif-
ferently to the intervention. Parents of toddlers demon-
strated the greatest increase in competence and decrease in
depression over the six weeks. This may be due to the
parents’ need to adopt new skills to facilitate their children’s
newfound mobility and desire for autonomy in toddlerhood,
with parent competence playing a significant role in the
acquisition of new parenting skills. In our study, parents of
toddlers revealed that the classes caused them to reflect on
their parent practice and perceptions of their child’s beha-
viors. This type of parental reflection has previously been
correlated with increased parent confidence (Coleman and
Karraker 2003). Thematic analysis of our focus groups
revealed that the process of observation supported parents to
recognize their baby as a separate human being with their
own interests. Other studies have confirmed a link between
recognizing infants individual state of mind and parents’
ability to regulate their stress in response to them (Ruther-
ford et al. 2013). The presumption of many parenting
interventions is that increasing knowledge will improve
parenting behavior (Gilmer et al. 2016). However,
improving the way in which parents perceive and relate to
their child may be a better approach to support the well-
being of both parents and children (Sher-Censor et al. 2018;
Stewart-Brown 2008). Further formal investigation relating
to the impact of the Respectful Approach intervention on
parent perceptions of their children would be beneficial.

The focus group themes also revealed overall parent
satisfaction with the program content and structure, with
confirmation of this by our low rates of attrition. Positive
feedback regarding the appreciation of qualified facil-
itators and the group dynamic with children in a similar
age range could be explanations for this (Bunting 2004;
Gilmer et al. 2016). Parents requested additional parent
only sessions in order to absorb the application of prin-
ciples in more detail, consistent with previous findings
that a majority of first time mothers desire extended
content and time with professionals in order to gain new
skills with their children (Wiklund et al. 2018). In addi-
tion, parents agreed that digital information was more
easily accessible and relevant than paper, consistent with
other studies, suggesting that digital technology is pre-
ferred, with social media emphasized as a relevant plat-
form for sharing resources and engaging in support (Baker
and Yang 2018; Sanders et al. 2012).
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Limitations

This project was a pilot study intended to provide an
initial investigation to evaluate the potential for the
Respectful Approach intervention to support early par-
enting. The data provides preliminary support to suggest it
may improve parent confidence and stress; however, these
findings need to be considered with relevant caution due
to some limitations. Participants self-enrolled, introducing
some degree of bias to the external validity of our study.
Although it is not possible to know how this may have
impacted on the results, both sample bias and self-
selection bias must be considered in interpreting the
findings outlined. It is possible that parents who were
experiencing greater difficulties at the time of recruitment
were more inclined to participate in our study (Larzelere
et al. 2004). We are therefore not able to generalize our
results to the wider population. Participants also selected
to join either the intervention or control group, the lack of
randomization compromises the internal validity of this
study. Our results indicate the intervention participants
were predominantly first-time mothers. The literature
suggests first time parents have lower levels of compe-
tence than multiparas, due to lack of knowledge and
experience (Liyana Amin et al. 2018). Therefore, they
often tend to respond better overall and experience an
increase in competence with interventions (Jones and
Prinz 2005; Leahy-Warren and McCarthy 2011). Siblings
were not permitted to attend the classes so that the parents
could focus on their infant or toddler and this may have
affected recruitment of parents with multiple children. In
addition, mothers in our control group were more likely to
have university qualifications than mothers in the inter-
vention group. Level of maternal education has been
found to be related to levels of self-efficacy (Leahy-
Warren and McCarthy 2011). Although results were
promising, it is important to note that parents in the
control group did not receive any attention as a part of this
study. Therefore, parents in the intervention group may
have improved due to the additional attention they
received and not necessarily because of the intervention.
Although we did not restrict our study to mothers, our
subjects included mother-child dyads only and we cannot
extrapolate our results to fathers. Our study also utilized
self-reported questionnaires, which may produce inac-
curacies due to misinterpretation of questions or the
influence of social desirability (Morsbach and Prinz
2006). The addition of the focus group strengthens the
study by adding a qualitative study component, however it
is important to acknowledge the active roles of the
researchers and likely assumptions brought to the linking
of themes from the data set (Braun and Clarke 2006; Gill
et al. 2008). Our small sample size resulted in minimal

diversity in the sample characteristics (see Table 1) and
narrower intervals for modeling, however we found
adjusting for two categories, three categories and the
inclusion of the covariates did not significantly impact the
output results.

Practical Implications

Results of this study provide justification for the develop-
ment of a large, randomized control trial investigating a
relationship-based early parenting intervention (for parents
of children under age two years old) to improve parent
wellbeing at a universal level. The core principles applied in
the Respectful Approach intervention, including child
autonomy, may also improve child outcomes, such as self-
regulation, competence, attachment security and compre-
hensive milestone development. We therefore suggest that
future studies also consider child outcomes, and assessment
of parent’s reflective functioning to provide an indication of
the parent-child relationship. Furthermore, the literature
recommends the inclusion of fathers in parenting interven-
tions to promote a community of care in the family unit
(Panter-Brick et al. 2014). In summary, our findings support
further research into the use of the Respectful Approach as a
potential supportive intervention for parents in Australia.
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