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1. National Context
Introduction
In the Republic of Croatia, the Constitution stipulates that the family is under special protection
of the state and the state obliges to protect motherhood, children and youth, which in practice
is reflected in the legislative framework, services and support provided by public institutions and
strategies and plans at national, regional and local levels.
Public administration
The protection of the rights of children, parents and entire families at the highest level is currently
largely the responsibility of the Ministry of Labour, Pension System, Family and Social Policy,
along with a number of other public institutions, of which it is particularly important to mention:


Central State Office for Demography and Youth - an office under the above-mentioned
Ministry focused on demographic and social issues, support for parenthood, work-life
balance and the like. Among other things, it issued a digital children's card "Mudrica"
through which parents get discounts on various commercial content for children and
families, thus increasing the availability of content and the standard of the family.



Centre for Social Welfare - active in regulating partner and parenting issues such as
divorce, adoption, also in ensuring additional rights in the field of social welfare,
supporting partner relations and parenthood through counselling.



Family Centre - a branch of the Centre for Social Welfare that provides psychosocial
support services to families and professionals such as: individual, marital, family and
parental counselling, family mediation, educational programs (group work), supervision
of psychosocial work, legal community counselling and mediation.

Ministry of Science and Education - important in the segments of early, primary, secondary and
higher education, from prescribing obligations and organizing formal education to providing
support to parents through services or support to participate in services.
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Educational institutions - provide support to parents through fully or mostly subsidized
education and care services for children at early, primary, secondary and higher
education. The system will be described in more detail below.

Ministry of Health - important in the segments of providing free health insurance for parents and
children, health services and part of benefits related to parenthood.


Croatian Health Insurance Fund - an institution under the Ministry of Health, important
for the regulation of free health insurance for every child and the regulation of maternity
and parental leave, special leave for children with special needs and the like.



Hospitals and community health centres, general and family doctors, paediatricians,
specialist doctors, visiting nurses - providing practical health care. In this context, free
lifelong gynaecological care for women that intensifies during pregnancy and childbirth,
free childbirth in a maternity hospital of choice, visits of a visiting nurse caring for the
newborn and the mother, and enrolment in a paediatric care for each newborn, who then
cares for the child in the first years of life and conducts primary vaccination.

Ombudsperson for Children of the Republic of Croatia - monitors laws and regulations relating
to children, advocates for the protection of the interests and promotion of the rights of the child,
informs the public about the state of children's rights.
Ministry of Justice and Public Administration - if necessary, acts in matters of ensuring the legal
rights of parents and children.


Courts, juvenile courts, mediation centres - carry out activities within the scope of the
Ministry, most often trough engagement in divorce issues, decisions on custody and
division of property, etc. Engaged in cases of domestic violence.

Ministry of the Interior - if necessary, acts in matters of protection of the rights of children and
parents, in this aspect with special emphasis on protection from domestic violence.


Police - practical implementation of activities within the scope of the Ministry.

The contribution of these institutions will also be specifically mentioned in the relevant sections.
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Legislative framework and other important documents
Of the legal regulations in this area, perhaps the most important is the Family Act, which covers
most of the relevant topics but has also become a somewhat controversial document due to
troubles with defining basic concepts that are often ideologically coloured.
In addition, specific articles of other acts, regulations and standards determine many other rights
and obligations. These are, for example, the Social Welfare Act, the Maternity and Parental
Benefits Act, etc.
The Republic of Croatia is also a signatory to the Convention on the Rights of the Child, which
determines a number of obligations of parents, but also the state in relation to children, the family
and providing support to them.
It is also important to mention key national strategies focused on the family, such as the National
Strategy for the Rights of the Child and the National Strategy for Protection against Domestic
Violence, on the basis of which activities aimed at the protection of children and families are then
developed.
Relevant stakeholders
In addition to the vertical Ministry - State offices - Public institutions (institutes, schools,
preschools, social welfare centres, health care institutions, etc.) - Branches of institutions, in
providing services and support to parents in Croatia, non-government organizations (NGOs) have
a key role and will be mentioned when relevant and highlighted in particular through examples
of good practice. Of the international organizations working in the field of protecting the rights of
children and families, it is certainly important to point out UNICEF Croatia. In 2020, in Croatia, it
was engaged in projects such as a human milk bank, equipping maternity hospitals, procurement
of materials for children with special needs, education of experts, support for foster care,
equipping prisons and penitentiaries for family visits, etc.
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Below is an overview of the arrangement of support for partners and parents in Croatia, with an
emphasis on positive regulations, space for progress and non-institutional support.

Marriage and other unions
Marriage is a legally regulated union of a woman and a man, and is concluded by a consensual
statement before the registrar or official of the religious community. A marriage may be entered
into by a person who has reached the age of 18 and is a person of legal capacity. Exceptionally, a
person who has reached the age of 16 may enter into marriage with the prior permission of the
court.
In 2013., a civil initiative through a referendum initiated an amendment to Article 62 of the
Constitution, which now exclusively defines marriage as a union of a woman and a man, and
which de facto prevents same-sex persons from entering into marriage, but only a specially legally
regulated life partnership. This issue is addressed by NGOs focused on the rights of LGBTIQ+
persons, but also in general by organizations that advocate human rights, democracy and
freedom of all citizens to self-determination. Some of them are Iskorak, Kontra, Center for
Education, Counselling and Research - CESI, Women’s room and Zagreb pride.
In the context of supporting parents, it is especially important to further highlight the following
organizations:


Rainbow Families Croatia (Zagreb) - bring together LGBTIQ couples and individuals who
have children, want to have children or just want to be informed about the challenges and
all aspects of family planning. They provide practical, psychological and legal assistance
and organize peer support.



Lesbian Organisation Rijeka LORI (Rijeka) - among other things, they provide an
important service of working with the parents of LGBT people in the form of affirmation
and acceptance of sexual / gender identity or sexual orientation that is different from
heterosexual.
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The laws of Croatia also recognize an extramarital union, i.e. a union of an unmarried woman and
an unmarried man that lasts for at least three years, shorter if a joint child was born in it or it
continued with the conclusion of a marriage. An extramarital union creates personal and property
effects as a marital union. In reality, there are many practices which still make it difficult to truly
make the two equals, with one of the practices being that for a child born in wedlock there is a
presumption of paternity, while the paternity of a child born out of wedlock is entered in the
register of births by acknowledging or establishing paternity.
The Family act provides for the rights and obligations of spouses as well as divorce proceedings,
especially if the persons are parents of minor children or if a child is born during or after the
divorce. Counselling in this case is the responsibility of the Centre for Social Welfare.
Support for the partner relations can be sought through free counselling in the Family Centre and
in NGOs such as the Parents’ Association Step by Step (Zagreb), Brave Phone (Zagreb), Klub
trudnica i roditelja (Club of Pregnant Women and Parents (Split), Blue Phone (Zagreb), Terra
(Rijeka), Flight – Life Quality Improvement Association (Zagreb), Uz tebe sam (I am with you
(Varaždin), Sirius (Zagreb), etc.
A major shortcoming in this area is the centralization of services in the city of Zagreb and the lack
of free and truly widely and regularly available services in other areas of Croatia, especially in
rural areas and on islands.

Basic parenting arrangements and parenting support
After birth, the child must be registered with the birth registry within 30 days. Upon registration,
parents and the children acquire the right to:


One-time financial assistance from the state and the local community for each newborn
child
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Free health insurance until the age of 18, ie the end of schooling, and for a maximum of
26 years, also enrolment with a selected paediatrician who then takes care of the child's
primary health care, compulsory vaccination, etc.



Increase the personal tax deduction for one parent for each newborn child

Maternity and parental leave in Croatia is well regulated and is among the longest in the
European Union. An employed or self-employed pregnant woman uses maternity leave from the
earliest 45 days before the day of the expected birth, and it lasts until the child reaches the age
of 6 months. The obligatory part of maternity leave covers the period from the 28th day before
the day of the expected birth to the 70th day after the birth of the child. During the use of
maternity leave, the beneficiary is entitled to a 100% salary compensation. An employed or selfemployed parent after the age of 6 months of the child is entitled to parental leave, which can
be used until the eighth year of the child's life, but is usually used after the maternity leave. The
right to parental leave is a personal right of both parents, which they use proportionally or by
agreement (4 + 4 months or 6 + 2 months). Salary compensation during parental leave is 100%,
but cannot exceed 170% of the budget base salary per month. Unemployed parents as well as
parents outside the work force are entitled to maternity and parental benefits in the amount of
70% of the budget base salary per month.
In case of the need for prolonged enhanced care of the child after the first year, it is possible to
extend parental leave and compensation, based on the recommendation of the selected
paediatrician.
In addition to the benefits mentioned above, it is possible to exercise the right to child allowance
if the average monthly income per household member in the previous calendar year does not
exceed 70% of the budget base salary.
Parents also have the right to put their employment on hold until the child is three years old, and
they are legally protected from:


Getting fired during the use of maternity and parental leave
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Unjustified changes in the workplace when returning to work



Overtime work and unequal distribution of work up to the 3rd or 6th year of the child
(for single parents)

During pregnancy, a woman has the right to use:


Free days for prenatal examinations



Free maternity preparation course within the maternity hospital



Free medical care during pregnancy and childbirth



Visits of the visiting nurse after the birth of the child

Most rights in pregnancy and at the birth of a child are regulated by the Croatian Health Insurance
Fund, community health centres and hospitals (maternity hospitals), except for registering a child
which is regulated through Registry Offices and obtaining the personal tax deduction which is
regulated in cooperation with the employer.
Support on pregnancy and parenting topics can be obtained from the following NGOs:


Parents' Association Step by Step (Zagreb) – provides partners and parents with
information, education and psychosocial support, especially dedicated to the population
of underage and young pregnant women and parents and in general to families at risk of
social exclusion



Parents in Action - RODA (Zagreb) – dedicated to preparation for childbirth and
breastfeeding, the topic of IVF, advocating for dignified treatment of mothers in hospitals,
positive parenting, road and traffic safety of children, preserving family ties between (ex)
prisoners and their children etc.



Brave Phone (Zagreb) - dedicated to the prevention of violence against and among
children, the development of parenting skills, good practice of a social centre in one of
Zagreb’s neighbourhoods where they provide a wide range of social services including
counselling, individual and group work with children etc.
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Klub trudnica i roditelja (Club of pregnant women and parents (Split) - dedicated to
providing support to pregnant women and parents related to the topics of pregnancy,
childbirth, newborn care, positive parenting, etc.



Terra (Rijeka) - counselling and psychotherapy services for children, youth and families,
work with groups at risk of exclusion, implements projects on the protection of children
from domestic violence, protection of family members in conflict divorce processes, etc.



Centre Sirius - centre for psychological counselling, educational training and research
(Zagreb) - psychological counselling of children, youth and families, education of experts,
family mediation.



Centre for Missing and Exploited Children (Osijek) - protection of children from abuse,
counselling for children, youth and family, support for foster families, safety of children
on the Internet.

Room for improvement in this area is related to the need for infrastructure investments in
hospitals and clearer adherence to the new medical practices. There is also room for the
development of services in the area of preparation for the postpartum period, caring for a child
according to modern guidelines, preservation of mental health of (new) parents and similar. The
form of providing systematic psychological support to parents, which is mostly provided by NGOs
(in addition to the private practices that we omit here because they are not widely available), is
insufficiently recognized and organized.

Support for parents of children with special needs
As stated, parents of children with disabilities have the right to extend parental leave in various
forms for the purpose of enhanced care of the child. The children also have the right to adjusted
teaching process as well as the teaching assistant.
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Within the health system, the child is entitled to the necessary medical care. In addition to
hospitals and health and other institutions (Suvag, Goljak, Mali dom (Little home) and similar)
which provide the necessary service, the Teaching and Clinical Centre of the Faculty of Education
and Rehabilitation Sciences, University of Zagreb provides assessment services, individual and
group support and counselling in the field of educational rehabilitation, speech therapy and social
pedagogy.
There are a number of associations in this area that provide support to specific groups of children
with disabilities and their parents. For example, the Parents’ Association OKO (EYE) is dedicated
to working with children with developmental disabilities and multiple disabilities, and on the
association's website there are information about other local associations active in the area - e.g.
The Association Imagine, Association of Parents of Children with Special Needs “Put u život”
(PUŽ), ADHD I JA (ADHD and I), Croatian Down Syndrome Association, The Autism Association
Zagreb and the like.
Here it is important to mention the association Firefly (Zagreb), which is dedicated to providing
support to parents of and children suffering from malignant diseases.
The needs of gifted children are poorly recognized through the system and support to parents
and educators in this area is provided mainly by NGOs such as the associations Darovita djeca
(Gifted Children, Split), Dar (Gift, Zagreb), Vjetar u leđa (Wind in the Back, Zagreb, Split,
Bregana), etc.

Domestic violence
In the case of domestic violence, both the Police and the Court are often involved, and the
accommodation of victims of violence with children (usually the mother) is organized in Safe
Houses. Safe houses are established by the local government, and often by civil society
organizations, and the victims are provided with accommodation, but also with the necessary
psychological support.
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The engagement in this area is the greatest by the organizations Autonomna ženska kuća
(Autonomous Women's House), Women's Room, B.a.B.e. (Be Active, Be Emancipated), Ženska
pomoć sada (Women's Aid Now), all in Zagreb.
Child and Youth Protection Centre Zagreb, a health institution aimed at providing psychological,
social, psychiatric, special education and paediatric care to children with various traumatic
experiences, as well as their parents, also stands out in this area. The area of their work primarily
includes sexually, physically and emotionally abused and neglected children, but also children at
risk of trauma. In addition to diagnostic and forensic processing, the Polyclinic's experts provide
individual and group counselling and support to children and parents. The Polyclinic is the only
such institution in Croatia.
Associations that provide support to children and families are the Brave Phone (Zagreb) and
Centre for Missing and Exploited Children (Osijek).

The rights of single parents
According to the regulations from social welfare, a single parent is a parent who is not married
and does not live in an extramarital union, and takes care of and supports his child himself.
Parents who take care of and support their children themselves have the right to protection from
overtime work and redistributed or unequal working hours, as well as to various forms of
assistance from the social welfare system that are provided through the Centre for Social
Welfare, but mostly limited by the financial threshold.
A list of local civil society organizations that support single-parent families as well as more
information can be found on the website samohrani.com, Association Flight (Zagreb).

Adoption
Adoption is a way to acquire the right to parental care for children without adequate parental
care, and which creates a lasting relationship between parents and children.
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Adoption in Croatia is difficult for the following reasons:


Long and difficult legal process for custody deprivation of the biological parents and
creating conditions for adoption



Controversies over the right to foster and adopt by the same-sex partners

The civil society organization that deals specifically with adoptive parents, potential adoptive
parents and adopted children and helps them exercise their rights is Adopta (Zagreb).
It is important to mention that children without adequate parental care are placed in foster care
institutions or foster homes. Foster care institutions also provide additional parenting support
services such as organized stay for children of socially disadvantaged parents and accommodation
of socially disadvantaged mothers with children up to one year.

Early education and care
Early education and care are mentioned here in the context of support to employed parents and
parents at risk of social exclusion. After the expiration of parental leave, the child can be entrusted
to the care of a person from the family circle and enrolled in a public or private nursery or to be
cared for by a registered nanny.
Children from the first to the third year of life are accommodated in the nursery, and they are
cared for by trained educators. Given the duration of maternity and parental leave, the placement
of children under the age of one in a nursery is considered an exceptional situation. Such a
possibility exists in only two Croatian cities - Zagreb and Rijeka. Public nurseries are co-financed
at the local level depending on the property census while in private ones the market price is paid.
If the mother returns to work before the child is one year old, she is entitled to a breastfeeding
break of a total of two hours a day, which she can use in one or two slots.
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Most parents still entrust their children up to the age of three to family members, while they
enrol their children in kindergarten after the age of three. Enrolment of a child in kindergarten is
not mandatory, but is co-financed by local government units to support working parents. The
Centre for Social Welfare may also refer a child to enrol in kindergarten, even though the parents
are unemployed, if the experts are of the opinion that a stay in the collective would be beneficial
for the child.
The preschool program is a mandatory and free program of educational work with children in
the year before starting primary school during which children develop skills, habits and
competencies that will help them adapt to the school environment.
Every kindergarten must have a professional team consisting of experts in the field of pedagogy,
psychology and work with children with special needs and parents can always seek for help and
parenting support with them.
In Croatia, UNICEF is particularly committed to ensuring the availability of kindergarten for every
child from the age of 3 onwards so children can have access to all the benefits of being in a
collective, especially children from vulnerable groups. They also created a very popular and widely
spread parental education program and Centre “Growing up together” which is widely spread
throughout early care institutions in Croatia, and was created under the auspices of the Program
for Early Childhood Development and Stimulating Parenting "The first 3 are the most important!"
Kindergartens cooperate with numerous local NGOs in the implementation of additional facilities
for children and parents. Parents' Association Step by Step cooperates with kindergartens
throughout Croatia through the implementation of the Child assault prevention (CAP) program the oldest primary prevention program for child abuse in the world.

Primary education
Primary education is compulsory and free of charge for all children aged 6 to 15, and for children
with major developmental disabilities up to the age of 21.
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A parent has the right to choose the type, form and methods of primary education for their child
- it is possible to choose between public and private schools, and schools in which regular
programs, alternative, special or international programs are conducted. All school institutions
operate on the basis of established curricula approved by the Ministry of Science and Education.
Primary schools are obliged to provide adequate nutrition for students, while the founder is
obliged to provide transportation for children who need it.
Each primary school has a professional team consisting of experts in the field of pedagogy,
psychology and working with children with special needs with who the children and parents can
ask for support. The education of children with disabilities as well as gifted children is specially
regulated.
Difficulties arising in relation to primary education:


Shift work and shorter duration in relation to the work of parents - problematic because
there is a difference in working hours of parents and children and it is necessary to
organize child care, partially solved by extended stay for lower primary school students,
but not entirely



Inability to provide meals and transportation due to lack of funds, which is being
addressed with funds from European funds



The price of textbooks and materials, local governments are trying to solve that issue by
purchasing materials for students in their area



Impossibility to implement the planned comprehensive curricular reform due to political
pressures, implementation of an improvised solution

Primary schools work with a number of local NGOs to support them in implementing civic
education topics. Also, civil society organizations organize education for children and parents in
the field of learning styles and techniques and provide children with learning assistance. They also
organize campaigns and trainings on safe use of the Internet, prevention and coping with peer
violence, and conduct workshops for the development of emotional and social competencies.
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Highschool education
All candidates have the right to enrol in the first grade of high school after completing primary
education, under equal conditions within the enrolment quotas. Depending on the type of
educational program, there are three types of secondary schools in Croatia: grammar schools,
vocational schools and art schools.
High school education is not compulsory, but it is free. At the end of secondary education, each
person have to pass the state exam that evaluates the achieved knowledge, skills and abilities of
students, which enables the continuation of further education at higher education institutions in
Croatia and abroad.
If a young person attends secondary school outside the place of permanent residence, they can
live in a student dormitory during education and use subsidized accommodation and meals.
Difficulties:


Impossibility to implement the planned curricular reform and the introduction of civic
education, implementation of an improvised solution

Higher Education
Higher education is not compulsory, but studying at public universities is subsidized by the state
in a way that each first year of college is free for all of the students and this continues as long
as the student regularly takes the exams and fulfils the obligations. Students are also entitled to
subsidized meals, accommodation transportation and free health insurance until the age of 26.
Also, students have the opportunity to work under specially regulated and favourable
conditions.
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Work-life balance
To conclude the national context, we present the results of the research conducted by the
Parents' Association Step by Step in 2018 within the project #BRZO - Better Balance for
Employed Families.
The survey found that 95.7% of parents believe that work-life balance is important, but at the
same time almost 30% of parents work more than 40 hours a week, and 50% of parents with
children spend 3 or less hours a day. Parents believe that in order to provide support to parents,
it is primarily important to ensure balance between work and family life, something that has also
been shown through the implementation of focus groups, which are summarized below.
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2. FOCUS GROUP REPORT - ADULT EDUCATORS
Metodology and participants
Croatian focus group with adult educators was held by Parents’ Association Step by Step on
March 9th 2021. via ZOOM with four experts and one additional interview was conducted on
March 17th 2021. in person.
Prior to the focus group, participants completed a short self-assessment of key skills. On average,
they rated their communication skills with 4.2 and counselling skills with 4, which is not surprising
considering that they are all in helping professions. However, both mediation and problem-solving
skills were rated at 3.4, while digital skills were rated at 3.2, indicating great room for growth in
this area. Participants also gave similar answers through the focus group, but this will be explained
in more detail below.
The focus group has been led by a moderator in line with the methodological framework created
for the project and questions agreed upon. Another person from the organisation acted as an
observer and was taking notes, keeping track of time and similar. The interview was held in
person, and one person acted as a moderator and also took notes due to epidemiological reasons.
All safety measures were taken into account.
The group as a whole consisted of 5 people – 2 psychologists, 2 social workers and one special
education expert. They work with young, low skilled parents, abstainers in resocialization, exoffenders in resocialization, families with history of abuse, adoptive parents and families and, to
an extent, general population of parents and families.
They have all been doing activities for parents for years and are working on developing parenting
skills. Here are the conclusions after our talk with them.
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FOCUS GROUP REPORT
What skills they often support parents to develop?
The answers could mainly be separated into 3 categories – personal skills, partner relationship
and parenting skills.
Specifically, when talking about personal skills and competences, we can single out:
 Communication skills – with emphasis on listening
 Negotiation skills
 Conflict resolution (and this can go under other categories as well)
 Empathy and emotion regulation (patience)
 True motivation to learn and acquire new skills (can also go under other categories)
 Practical life skills (e.g., finding a job)
Skills more connected to partner relations:
 Nurturing a quality relationship
 Harmonizing parenting styles
 Dealing with conflict, divorce, and similar
Skills connected to parenting:
 Basic knowledge of child development and skills to follow them
 Knowledge on psychological well-being of children
 Developmental needs of children and how to adequately attend them
“There’s more to it than keeping them clean and fed.”
“I think the starting point is for them to be truly interested in their child, their point of view. From
there, they’d have to have the patience to just be fully present and enjoy the wonder of childhood.”
 Most of the topics mentioned above – communication skills, negotiation, conflict
resolution, interest & empathy…
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Common obstacles in their work
Due to the specific field these professionals work in, as their main obstacles they singled out their
inability to separate different professional “roles” when working with parents.
“If I am a psychologist and psychotherapist with knowledge of family mediation and supervision,
I tend to want go “deeper” than I maybe should.”
They also mentioned inability to diagnose the first (pre)signs of mental disorders, personal
boundaries, ever changing guidelines, and lack of personal experience (in parenting).

Would they welcome mentoring and guidance and on which topics?
All experts agreed they would welcome guidance. They prefer in person guidance, but due to
current situation with coronavirus pandemic they would agree to on-line support – but it should
be carefully executed to avoid burnout.
Specifically, they’d welcome developing their knowledge and skills through attending and
educating in the fields of:
 Psychotherapy
 Mentoring by more experienced peers
 Supervision
 Intervision
 Information “bites” – trough videos and similar on topics of interest
Even more specifically, they’re interested in topics like:
 Fundamentals of upbringing (children) – but in a “real life” sense, for those who are not
parents themselves – trends and advice often change
 Mental disorders and effect on parenting
 Emotional attachment of parents with children
 Confrontation – how to work with “difficult” clients
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 Effect of parenting on persons well being

Do they already use any online/offline resources and what else would they like to see?
All educator said that they do, and put emphasis on the importance of these opportunities to not
only learn something but to recharge and network, and that’s why they prefer them in person
and of site. They are interested in all topics related to mental health of their beneficiaries but
also themselves - they mentioned the importance of burnout prevention.
“I always like to use the available sources of additional training and education with which I
improve my work with beneficiaries.”
Also, they mentioned:
 Video materials
 Webinars

Knowledge of ICT, using it in work and additional needs in the area
They think their knowledge is basic, but sufficient for their needs. They feel that around 30 – 40%
of parents they work with adequately use ICT – they mostly spend their time on social networks
and don’t use them with caution.
“I manage to use ICT better than “my parents”, although they adapt and learn and progress very
quickly.”
“Only some users are better than us. My level is very basic but so is theirs.”
They use messengers for making appointments and ZOOM for group work – but they stress they
dislike to use it with clients and use it only due to COVID, they prefer to work in person.
They would all like to upgrade their skills.
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3. FOCUS GROUP REPORT – PARENTS

Metodology and participants
Croatian parents' focus group was held on two separate occasions via ZOOM. The first one was
held on March 9th 2021. with two mothers, and the second one was held on March 12th with
three mothers. Three of the mothers have two children and two have one child. One mother has
a son with special needs, and one mother has two teenagers. Others have toddlers or preschoolers which is important to keep in mind when analysing their answers.
Prior to the focus group, parents also completed a short self-assessment questionnaire on key
skills. On average, they rated their communication skills at 3.7 as well as problem-solving skills,
which indicates a large space for growth and is in line with the results of the focus groups. On the
other hand, digital skills are rated at 4.3 which is a high score, however it is not in line with the
results obtained later through the focus groups, which will be explained in more detail below.
The focus groups were led by a moderator in line with the methodological framework and
questions agreed upon. Another person from the organisation acted as an observer and was
taking notes, keeping track of time and similar. Here we present the conclusions from the
conducted focus groups.

FOCUS GROUP REPORT
Common challenges
All parents, no matter of the children’s age mentioned communication, achieving cooperation
without resistance and conflict, setting boundaries and their own exhaustion which has been
reinforced with the current situation around the COVID pandemic, especially lockdown and poor
work – life balance.
Parents of the younger children mentioned:
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 Preparing for the good and bad of the real world
 Teaching independence
 Identifying the real needs, separating wants and needs, and giving an adequate response
 People from their environment who often question their parental competences and
“mom shame” them
„On one hand I need to have every piece of information they might ask for, but on the other hand
I am not adequate to make decisions based on that information. Because they raised us, and we
turned out well – so they must know better. Few things irritate me more than this attitude towards
young parents, like we are silly for reading and wanting more for our children. “
 dissatisfaction with their own competencies
“They got to me, and now I only see my mistakes, and not the rest which is obviously good
(enough).”

Skills they already have that help them
As could be expected, all mentioned communication skills, negotiation, conflict resolution,
setting boundaries. One mother stressed her ability to “endure their dissatisfaction when
something is good for them, but they don’t feel like doing it”.
They mentioned it is important for them to achieve shared goals peacefully so they think it is
important to accept their children for who they are, know them and how they will react in certain
situations and be prepared for that. They also try to respect the pace of the child.
“I always try to be two steps ahead – and that especially helps me to remain calm when I don’t
have the time or energy.”
They also think it is very important to be willing to learn and consult experts, but also to be able
to critically evaluate what a quality source of information is. They think their ICT skills help them
in that department.
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On the other hand, they see as very important their ability to play and “be a child” with their
children. Equally important are the skills of nurturing partner relationship and partners’ support.
Finally, it helps them to put things in perspective:
“Days are long (and can be very exhausting), but years are so, so short – and memories are
wonderful.”
But there are definitely days when they just give in or yell. They see that as part of being human
and the stress of everyday life.
“I am not stressed by my child, I am stressed by everyday life, and then I take it out on my child
because he is just there. I hate it.”
They would like to be more compassionate with their children, but they see that lack of
compassion as a consequence of everyday stress and their own burnout. They think some kind of
professional support is much needed because their partners and friends are all in the same boat
(and if they had a solution and could help, they would help themselves).
“A child teaches you a lot about yourself along the way, we are all work in progress as parents.”

Skills they wish to develop
Most of the answers centred around their own burnout and inability to take time for themselves,
especially in this specific situation with COVID pandemic.
Specifically, they mentioned they need time for themselves as a person, not mother, and
mention the stress of mental overload.
They also mention:
 Needing to be at peace with their decisions regarding children (when they or the
surrounding do not agree) which is closely related to their self-esteem as a mother
 Setting boundaries with grandparents
 Learning to let some of the things go
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Parents of the younger children mention a need for practical advice (feeding, sleeping…).

Community resources they use and resources they wish to see more of
This was a tricky question with a lot of disagreement, but also important information.
Parents think that education on parenting skills is essential for all parents – from prenatal period
onwards, throughout the upbringing of their children they need support on all topics, from
harmless little things to bigger and more serious questions.
But the issue is that they are already burnt out and overwhelmed with often contradictory
information regarding children, plus they don’t really have the time.
“I revolve most of my day around work and then my family. By the end of the day, I want to do or
read or watch something for myself.”
“Education could be implemented while the children have an activity, maybe in a park - so that we
are not deprived of our free time.”
As a solution to that they see:
 Bite sized on line resources
 Making experts more accessible on demand (forums, chats)
They already use on line resources like Facebook groups, webinars, e – books, articles, videos on
YouTube and similar. They could use additional on-line resources such as a platform where they
can check their skills, whether they lead to positive outcomes, how our reactions can influence
children's behaviour, what could they do better.
They think it is key for these resources to be handled by professionals who will not disregard
their troubles, “mom shame” or similar, as is often seen through more informal services.
On the other hand, they think not everything can be done on line, and they would enjoy in person
support group (while their children enjoy an organised activity) because they would like their
emotions to be dealt with, and not to stay alone with them.

26

They see as a big problem the lack of interest among parents who really need support. Also, there
is a lot of simply tired parents who try to make it through the day (e.g., screen time) and there is
room to work on relieving parents, increasing their trust in professionals and motivating them to
use existing information.

ICT in everyday family life
They use them for communication with their partners, and based on age some use it to
communicate with children. They also use it to get useful information and resources –
associations that cover parenting topic and present them in a user-friendly way.
Since most of the children are younger and it is recommended to limit their screen time, most of
our families limit their use of ICT at home.
“I am sure I’ll have to use it more as kids will get bigger, but for now I just put my phone away
when I get home, and try to avoid it until they go to bed.”
“The TV is turned off during the day, we play the radio. We avoid using laptops or phones and they
are away, except if something is truly urgent. We do not comfort or entertain him with phone, and
we try to be a positive example. Sometimes we’re more successful at it, and sometimes we’re not,
but I think we’re generally OK. He knows there is a cell phone, but he doesn’t know how to use it
and he knows it’s not to be touched.”
Sometimes they do watch cartoons – but always together, and use technology to communicate
with friends and family during lockdowns, but they think it is very addictive for them.
Parents of older children have a very different experience:
“I have to use it to get in touch with them, I try to send them a video or a link I think could be useful
or interesting. But it lacks all the emotion, separates us – I would prefer to spend more time with
them in person.”
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ICT skill level compared to their children
They attained their skills through work and fun, some attended courses. One person was formally
educated in the area and continues to learn trough work. She said:
“I believe that parents would benefit from education about social networks and how they are used
because they often have no idea and just think they know.”
They would all evaluate their skills with 3/5, with exception of one mother who works with digital
technologies and thinks she is very skilled. They all estimate most of the parents and children they
get in touch with are not truly skilled and do not use ICT adequately or responsibly.
Parents of older children think their children know more, and opposite is true for younger
children. Parents of younger children limit their screen time, and screen time of the entire family.
They all think they, and other parents, would benefit from knowing more on the topis, especially
in the context of raising children.

Additional comments
“This is a very specific point in time, and it is hard to work on yourself when you are all at home
all the time, in front of screens, with no real work – life balance. Parents should be proud of
themselves just for managing to keep it all together.”
“It is very frustrating when we are expected to be everything for our families and to adhere to
impossible standards – 3 homecooked meals, no screen time, clean products, organic cotton,
enough time outside, 8 hours of work from home, all while basically home-schooling – we need
somebody to tell us it is OK to have a pizza night, put on a 20 min of cartoons, take that shower
and be a good enough parent to our kids.”
“The worst comment of them all is that you just have to get more organised, and then you can
have it all. Like I don’t already try hard enough.”
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“I am not tired of my kid or parenting; I am tired of mental overload of being a mom – it is hard to
take care of everything.”
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4. Conclusion and overall recommendations for IO2

The purpose of parenting support is to strengthen the parent's ability to provide the child with
optimal conditions for the development and exercise of rights, i.e. the ultimate purpose of
parenting support is to improve the child's well-being. However, it is important to mention
strengthening the well-being of the family as a whole as an expected outcome, recognizing that
“good parenting benefits both the child and the parent and can only truly be defined as positive
when it provides benefits for both” (Daly, 2010).
Support to parenthood in Croatia is largely regulated through positive regulations, financial
support and relief, and subsidies for health insurance and education of children. As seen
throughout the document, most forms of support that are free and available are mostly organized
by NGOs. A major problem of such an organization of service delivery is the centralization in
larger cities and the practical unavailability of services in most parts of the country, as well as the
lack of systematic planning and coordination of activities.
What is also important to notice, most of these providers are focused on supporting parenting in
terms of meeting the needs of the child. Most parents feel a lack of support for them as partners
and individuals. They lack free time for themselves and their interests, and they see this as an
obstacle to more active involvement in various educational programs.
Still, our findings are that they would like to know more on the topics like communication,
cooperation, conflict resolving, setting boundaries, partner relations – and those are the topics
experts agree that are needed.
Also, we currently live in a very specific time given the coronavirus pandemic, in which it is difficult
to maintain a work-life balance and is very challenging for mental health – it negatively affects
parents as well as the professionals who work with them. For this reason, it is important to take
into account the following when organizing parental support:
 support for the mental health of professionals and parents
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 support for parents’ own interests
 enable socializing as much as possible given the circumstances – in person activities when
possible
 support partner relations
 organize activities taking into account the limited time and resources of professionals and
parents
All of our participants mention they’d prefer to work in person, but think valuable resources
would be:
 information “bites” – articles or videos
 webinars
 learning platform handled by professionals where materials would be readily available
The main finding of our research is that the parents and the professionals are very burnt out,
which on the one hand increases the need for support, while on the other hand they do not have
the full capacity or the time to learn – meaning the materials are much needed but should be
informative, concise and readily available for which an on line learning platform is an obvious
choice.
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