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Abstract
Parenting knowledge affects parenting practices and child development, yet more information is needed about “where”
parents of infants turn for information and “why” they choose these sources. Using a mixed-methods approach, the authors
captured and analyzed the cited resources that 38 parents turn to when seeking information about parenting. The present
study utilized an innovative interview design which invited parents to consider and compare the people, places, and tools
(“where”) they turn for support and their relative preference for each by thinking of their resources within “Circles of
Support”. Parents were also asked to provide insight into “why” they make these choices. The Survey of Parental
Expectations and Knowledge (SPEAK) was used as a measure of parenting knowledge. Descriptive information about
parents (years of education and parenting knowledge) were also considered in relation to stated preferences for resource
categories. Findings indicated that “informal” sources of information, such as family and friends, are commonly sought out
with parent education level being signiﬁcantly correlated with some resource categories (i.e., books, professionals). As to
why they choose certain resources, parents prioritized “relational” and “informational” reasons, over “personal” reasons.
Implications for avenues to provide parents with parenting knowledge and information are discussed.
Keywords Parenting knowledge Parenting competence Infant care Parent support Social support
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Highlights
Parents demonstrated a strong preference for family members as a source of support.
●
Parents with higher levels of formal education showed increased preference for professional sources and books.
●
Findings from the inductive thematic analysis of interviews indicated that overall, parents prioritized “relational” reasons,
and “informational” reasons, over “personal” reasons for turning to speciﬁc resources.
●

Opportunity gaps and the subsequent achievement gaps in
early academic skills between students from lower and
higher socioeconomic status (SES) are widely documented
(e.g., Reardon, 2013; Solano & Weyer, 2017). While much
emphasis is placed on increasing standards of practice for
teachers and improving school quality, it is also important
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to consider ways in which parents can be equipped to
promote better early-childhood experiences and outcomes
for their children (Heckman, 2011). In a survey of adult
knowledge of child development, “gaps” in understanding
were discovered which have implications for how children
are parented. Speciﬁcally, parents without college degrees
demonstrated less knowledge about child development than
their peers with more formal schooling (Civitas Initiative
et al., 2000). This correlation between parent education and
overall parenting knowledge is well documented and
widespread (e.g., Bornstein et al., 2010). Given the important role that parenting knowledge plays in shaping parenting practices (e.g., Huang et al., 2005; Rowe, 2008), the
current study focuses on broadening our understanding of
the preferred people, places, and tools that parents of infants
utilize when seeking information about parenting, why they
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use these speciﬁc tools or resources, and whether these
resources or explanations differ for parents of different
education levels.

Importance of Parenting Knowledge
An infant’s caregiver plays a crucial role in supporting
development and overall child well-being. This task is one
which can be fraught with challenges and stress as parents
try to navigate caring for an infant (Harwood et al., 2007).
The deﬁnition of “parenting knowledge” varies within the
literature with a consistent emphasis on parents’ knowledge
of child development and developmental milestones
(Benasich & Brooks-Gunn, 1996; Huang et al., 2005). Why
does parenting knowledge of child development and infant
care matter? There are several domains which can be
impacted by a parent’s understanding of child development
and infant care, such as: increased parental self-efﬁcacy,
appropriate estimation of child abilities, potentially detecting developmental problems, and the promotion of cognitive development.
Parental self-efﬁcacy, or conﬁdence in one’s ability to
organize and carry out tasks related to parenting a child, can
be limited when a parent does not have a baseline of
knowledge about infant care and child-rearing. In a study of
400 mothers, a relationship was found between social
support, self-efﬁcacy, and depression rates post-partum
(Leahy-Warren et al., 2012). It is hypothesized that caregivers with a higher sense of self-efﬁcacy during the newborn period may have a higher sense of satisfaction in their
parenting which leads to improved parent–child relations
(Paradis et al., 2011). Thus, increasing parental self-efﬁcacy
by increasing parenting knowledge may positively inﬂuence
maternal mental health and parenting attitudes.
A second domain which may be inﬂuenced by increasing
parenting knowledge is appropriate expectation setting by
parents. A national study of adult knowledge of child
development found that a gap existed between adult interpretations of behavior and developmental milestones
(Civitas Initiative et al., 2000). For example, a belief that
children were seeking “revenge” or were aware of the
“ramiﬁcations” for behaviors was attributed to children at a
younger age than is appropriate (Civitas Initiative et al.,
2000). Misinterpretations of behavior can lead to parent
frustration and dissatisfaction, which can negatively impact
parent well-being (Goodnow, 1988). Additionally, inappropriate expectations or a misunderstanding of a child’s
developmental capacity can increase the risk of child abuse
and maltreatment (Zand et al., 2015). By providing information to parents about child development and thus
increasing “parenting knowledge,” parents may be able to

more appropriately engage and interpret challenging
behaviors.
Having appropriate expectations and awareness of
developmental milestones is also linked to parents’ ability
to look for and interpret signs of developmental delays
(Bornstein et al., 2010). The parent’s “surveillance” of the
child and awareness of cues which could signal concerns to
address with a pediatrician is also connected to the parents’
overall knowledge of child development (Bornstein et al.,
2010). Early detection and the administration of necessary
medical interventions can be better provided when parents
are aware of child development processes.
Finally, promoting cognitive development is an important job that early caregivers can best take on when they are
aware of the capabilities of young children (Huang et al.,
2005). Mothers with less education are found to inaccurately estimate the abilities of their young children, with
some mothers overestimating and some underestimating
their child’s abilities (Huang et al., 2005). Both of these
misunderstandings pose risks, such as increased frustration
for parents who overestimate abilities, and failure to provide
proper stimulation when a parent underestimates (Huang
et al., 2005). This link between parents’ knowledge of child
development and their parenting practices has been examined in relation to parent–child interactions that promote
language development. Converging evidence has suggested
that rich parent–child interactions support children’s language development (e.g., Hoff & Naigles, 2002; Huttenlocher et al., 1991; Pan et al., 2005; Weisleder & Fernald,
2013), and parents with a higher education level tend to talk
more, use more varied vocabulary and interact in ways that
are more conducive to language learning (Rowe, 2008).
Critically, parenting knowledge mediates this relationship
between education and how parents talk with children
(Rowe, 2008), suggesting that increasing parent knowledge
may result in a change in children’s home communicative
environment and experiences, regardless of parent education level. Further, a recent study found that the amount of
parenting knowledge a mother has when her child is born
positively predicts the quality of parent–child interactions at
nine months old (Suskind et al., 2018b). In short, parents
who understand their children’s ability levels are more
equipped to create environments which match the “cognitive level” of the child (Miller & Davis, 1992). In Leung &
Suskind (2020), parents of lower SES who knew more
about cognitive and language development in the ﬁrst week
of a child’s life were more likely to foster the child’s cognitive growth at the 9-month mark, further highlighting the
importance of increasing parenting knowledge about early
cognitive and language development to subsequently
improve the trajectories of potentially disadvantaged young
children.
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Importantly, parenting knowledge is malleable. For
example, a study of the Early Head Start program which
included home visits that focused on discussion of child
development, saw a positive impact on caregiver knowledge
(Administration on Children Youth and Families, 2001)
measured using the Knowledge of Infant Development
Inventory (KIDI; MacPhee, 1981), a common index of
parenting knowledge (e.g., Civitas Initiative et al., 2000;
Huang et al., 2005). Converging evidence from countries
and populations around the world has shown that parenting
knowledge is malleable through interventions. For instance,
a recent systematic review and meta-analysis of interventions targeting parents of young children (age 3 or younger)
indicated that various interventions, implemented in 33
countries, were successful in improving parenting knowledge and practices (Jeong et al., 2021).
In sum, parenting knowledge is important to the abovementioned domains of child rearing and development, and it
appears to be malleable through education, information
sharing, and parenting interventions (e.g., Jeong et al.,
2021). It has been suggested that researchers should ﬁnd
ways to “personalize delivery of anticipatory guidance,”
especially for families of lower SES (Leung & Suskind,
2020, p. 7). Thus, it is important to consider the means by
which parents seek and receive parenting information and
advice. Knowledge of parent information seeking practices
and preferences can be used to inform professionals about
where it is most advantageous to share and circulate
resources and guidance.

Parents’ Knowledge-Seeking Patterns
While studies of parent’s knowledge-seeking patterns related to parenting are less common, there is a small and
growing body of evidence to draw upon. The research
around parent information seeking behavior typically
documents the current, self-reported information seeking
behavior of parents, collects information about preferred or
aspirational sources (i.e., where parents would like to ﬁnd or
receive information), or explores the type of information
parents are interested in ﬁnding (e.g., Ruthven et al., 2018).
When examining the sources parents currently report that
they turn to, one study of interviews with low SES mothers
in the US found that family and friends were the most
commonly identiﬁed source of information and the next
most reported category was print media and healthcarerelated sources (Berkule-Silberman et al., 2010). In Australia, researchers surveyed 54 ﬁrst-time mothers about the
sources they utilize to learn about children’s language
development and found that 47% of participants sought
information from friends, while 38% identiﬁed healthcare
providers (Williams et al., 2014). In a more recent study,

parents were asked whether they had used any of 21 listed
sources over the prior 6 months and could also add any
additional sources, the top categories reported were
“Friends/other parents” (77.1%), “Internet: parenting websites” (64.5%), and “previous experience with your older
children” (58.8%; Baker et al., 2017). Another strategy to
explore parents’ information seeking behaviors is to inquire
of their preferences for sources of information or where they
would like to receive information. When asked to rate their
preferences for delivery from a list of nine methods, U.S.
parents of 3- to 6-year-olds reported the strongest preference for self-administered delivery formats such as television, online programs, and written materials, and the least
preference for home visits, therapists, and multi-week parenting groups (Metzler et al., 2012).
The literature often distinguishes between turning to
“formal” supports, such as doctors, childcare providers, and
nurses, or “informal” supports such as, family members,
neighbors, and friends (e.g., Rowe et al., 2016). As to formal supports, a study using data from the ECLS-B National
Dataset showed that US parents’ years of education positively predicted their rates of reporting that they would turn
to formal “professionals” for information about parenting
(Rowe et al., 2016). Family members and friends, or
“informal” supports, are especially important to ethnic
minority families (Burton & Jarrett, 2000). Additionally,
social support has been documented as advantageously
moderating the negative effects of stress on maternal
satisfaction (Crnic et al., 1983). These social networks also
enhance maternal well-being and parental self-efﬁcacy
(Leahy-Warren et al., 2012). Further, the increased access
to information online or through parenting apps may be
changing the landscape of resources used by parents. In a
survey of parents’ social media use, 59% of respondents
indicated that in their last 30 days of looking at social media
content they had come across useful information about
parenting (Duggan et al., 2015). Nevertheless, the studies
previously described did not examine why parents turn to
various sources of information. Scott & Gershoff’s (2021)
recent experimental study sheds important light on this
question. Their ﬁndings indicate that generally speaking,
parents tend to trust an expert’s evidence-based comments
more than a layperson’s opinion. Importantly, the topic
under discussion (e.g., spanking versus the use of car seats),
the valence of the comment (e.g., pro- versus anti-spanking), and parents’ preexisting beliefs and attitudes jointly
shape their decisions. These ﬁndings highlight the need to
further examine the intricate reasoning processes driving
parents’ decisions to seek and trust information from various resources. The current study is the ﬁrst in the literature
to qualitatively examine why parents turn to particular
resources for information. Findings will inform our understanding of how and why parents prioritize certain
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information sources and illuminate how researchers can
better disseminate information that is useful to parents with
varying educational backgrounds or differential levels of
knowledge about child development.
The speciﬁc research questions examined are as follows:
1. Which resources (i.e., people, places, and tools) do
parents turn to when seeking information about
parenting?
2. Is there a relationship between parents’ reported
resources for obtaining parenting information and
their education level and parenting knowledge?
3. How do parents explain their preferences and
prioritization of the people, places, and tools they
utilize when seeking this information?

Methods
This study centers on qualitative interviews with parents to
understand which people, places and tools they go to for
parenting information and why. In this section, we discuss
the demographics of the participants and data collection
procedures.

Participants
Thirty-eight primary caregivers participated in the study.
The caregivers were drawn from a larger sample of 50
families participating in a longitudinal study of children’s
language development and gesture use (Rowe & Leech,
2019). The larger study was an intervention study, but the
current analysis uses data from the ﬁrst baseline visit only
before the intervention occurred. Census data was utilized
in order to recruit a socioeconomically diverse sample;
parents were recruited through direct mailings, advertisements placed in public spaces, parenting magazines, and on
social media sites in the surrounding areas of a large city in
the Northeast United States. Parents were told the purpose
of the study was to better understand the beneﬁts of play for
child development. Interested parents were screened via
phone or email to ensure they met the following inclusionary criteria prior to participation: (1) The family was
available to begin the study when the child was approximately 10-month old, (2) the child had no known developmental or language delays, (3) the child was not born
prematurely (deﬁned here as before 27 weeks), and (4) the
child heard English at least 75% of the time at home. The
sample was selected to vary in parent education level.
Twelve of the 50 families were eliminated for the current
study because they did not complete the full interview
protocol. The ﬁnal sample of 38 includes one grandmother,

who designated herself as the target child’s primary caregiver, and the rest are mothers. All parents spoke English in
the home as their primary language. In this sub-sample of
38 families, parents’ education ranged from 10 years to 18
years with a mean educational attainment of 15.42 years
(SD = 2.23). In regards to race/ethnicity, 29 of the parents
are White, ﬁve are Black, two are “more than one race” and
two identiﬁed as “other.” Parents’ ages ranged from 23 to
51 years (M = 33.6, SD = 5.4) and children were, on
average, 10.3 months (SD = 0.56 months) when parents
were interviewed.

Procedure
A home visit was conducted when the child was approximately 10-month old. At this visit, parents signed an
informed consent document and completed a questionnaire
packet to gather information on family demographics and
their knowledge of child language development. Dyads then
engaged in a 15-min semi-structured play interaction. Following the play interaction, the researcher engaged the
parent in a structured interview regarding their perceived
levels of parenting support and information; the ﬁrst author
titled this interview “Circles of Support”.
Two researchers, with experience in early-childhood
education, were trained by the primary investigator in a 3-h
training to conduct the initial home visit. The training
provided knowledge on infant developmental milestones as
well as an in-depth explanation of the intervention protocol
(i.e., play sessions and interviews). Each researcher carried
a detailed handbook to each visit in order to maintain
ﬁdelity across visits and between researchers. The home
visits and interviews were video recorded for later transcription and coding. Parents and infants also jointly played
with a standardized set of toys for 15 min. Analyses of
parent–child play are reported in another paper (Rowe &
Leech, 2019). Parents were compensated with $20 and three
toys after the visit.
Parent interview
The Circles of Support interview session focused on
determining what people, places and/or tools parents seek
out when they need parenting advice, information, or support. Parents were shown a visual featuring three concentric
circles with a circle labeled “parent” in the center (see Fig. 1).
The concentric circles served as a way to represent varying
levels of support; the circle closest to the “parent” circle
indicated parents’ ﬁrst level of support, the next closest
circle indicated a secondary level of support and the last
circle represented a tertiary level of support. The visual
served both as a tool for the parent to envision levels of
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Table 1 Participant references to resource category by circle/level of
support
Resource category

Participants (n)a

% of sample

Books
1st

4

10.5

2nd

9

23.6

3rd

3

7.9

1st

11

28.9

2nd

11

28.9

3rd

3

7.9

1st

27

71.1

2nd

4

10.5

3rd

2

5.3

1st

19

50.0

2nd

5

13.2

3rd

2

5.3

1st

6

15.8

2nd

13

34.2

3rd

5

13.2

1st

10

26.3

2nd

9

23.7

3rd

12

31.6

Community members/tools

Fig. 1 Circles of Support visual elicitation device

support, but also as a place for the experimenter to scribe
parents’ answers during the interview.
The two researchers followed a script to ensure consistency across participants. Parents were asked six speciﬁc
questions. The ﬁrst three questions focused on listing the
resources (i.e., people, places and tools) parents seek out in
each level/circle. During this portion of the interview, parents were free to list as many resources per circle as they
desired. The second three questions asked parents to explain
why a given resource was placed in its corresponding circle.
During this portion of the interview, parents were allowed
to move their choices to different circles if they so desired.
Interviews lasted approximately 5–10 min and were
recorded.

Data Processing
Processing and analysis of parent interviews

Family members

Friends

Google

Professional

Website
1st

3

7.9

2nd

9

23.7

3rd

4

10.5

Participants who listed more than one support resource that would ﬁt
under the same category were not included twice

a

The Circles of Support visual elicitation tool (Fig. 1) provided one source of data for all 38 participants. Based on
qualitative examination of the visuals, resource categories
were formed to encapsulate parents’ responses. As such,
seven categories were created: books, community tools/
members, family members, friends, Google, professionals
and websites. The community tools/members category was
comprised of responses such as: neighborhood parent networks, afﬁnity-based community groups (e.g., hiking,
knitting), community institutions (e.g., library, local health
centers), parenting Facebook groups, members of religious
groups, and other individuals within a parents’ community
(e.g., co-worker, neighbor). The websites category consisted of parents’ references to speciﬁc websites, blogs and/
or phone apps (e.g., Baby Center, Wonder Weeks App).
To describe the trends of information and support
described by the parents, each participant’s response was
analyzed at each circle/level for the presence or absence of a
response that aligned with the seven resource categories.

Parents received a score of “1” for the presence of a
resource and a score of “0” for the absence of a resource
(see Table 1). Once a category was marked as “present” for
a given parent, they would not receive additional credit for
having this category present in a less proximal circle level.
For example, if a parent listed two different family members
in the ﬁrst circle, they would receive a “1” for the family
category; additionally, if a parent listed a family member in
the ﬁrst circle and another family member in the second
circle, they would still receive a “1” for the family category.
This measure provided information about which category
parents were most likely to turn to ﬁrst as well as the overall
frequency of a given category’s perceived supportive and
informational power. A broader measure was also created:
total number of resources. This measure was a calculation
of the total number of resources parents listed. Parents’ total
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number of resources ranged from three to 11 (M = 6,
SD = 1.7).
For 33 of the 38 participants interviews were recorded
and full interview transcripts were available. To investigate
why parents sought information from particular individuals,
places, and tools, thematic analysis was applied (Boyatzis,
1998) to the 33 available transcripts. Emic codes based on
parents’ discussion of why they sought information from
particular resources were developed, and the codes were
further organized into themes. The codebook was developed
following an iterative process (Boyatzis, 1998). A primary
coder (the third author) ﬁrst developed a preliminary
codebook based on eight randomly selected transcripts.
Each unit of coding (i.e., a meaning unit that describes one
reason parents sought out a particular resource) received
one code that most closely captured its meaning. The primary coder then trained a research assistant to apply the
codebook to the eight transcripts based on which the
codebook was developed. The two coders worked in partnership to examine and reconcile disagreements, sharpen
code deﬁnitions, and revised the codebook. The ﬁnal
codebook (see Table 2 for the detailed codebook with
quotes from parents) included 26 codes which fell under six
code categories. Then the two coders each independently
coded eight additional transcripts following the updated
codebook, yielding an overall Cohen’s Kappa of 0.82. The
high reliability indicates consistency of judgment and
interpretation (Boyatzis, 1998). The remaining 17 transcripts were independently coded by the two coders. Using
codes from 25 transcripts (excluding the transcripts used to
train the research assistant), the authors calculated the
reliability for each code. All codes yielded Cohen’s Kappas
between 0.66 and 1. The two coders then discussed all
ambiguous cases and reconciled all disagreements. This
double-coding and discussion process allowed the coders to
monitor deﬁnitional drifts and afforded them a better
understanding of the meanings each parent expressed.
Transcripts with codes both coders agreed upon were used
in subsequent analysis.

Parent Education and Knowledge of Child
Development
Parent education
The categorical levels of education on the demographic
survey were translated into years of education such that an
advanced degree received a score of 18, a 4-year college
degree received a score of 16, a 2-year college degree or
“some college” received a score of 14, a high school degree
or GED received a score of 12, and “some high school”
received a score of 10. In this sample, parents’ education

ranged from 10 to 18 years with a mean educational
attainment of 15.42 years (SD = 2.23).
Parents’ knowledge of child development
Parents completed an early version of the Survey of Parental
Expectations and Knowledge (SPEAK; Suskind et al.,
2018a). This version of the SPEAK included 52 items
which examined parents’ knowledge about early-childhood
development in ﬁve main areas: early academic skills,
predictors of school success, language learning and development, electronic media use, and dialogic reading practices. Parents scored, on average, 35.35 on the SPEAK
(range = 20.25–43.00, SD = 5.53 points). Five mothers
were excluded from any analyses which included parenting
knowledge because their SPEAK scores were unavailable,
resulting in a sample size of 33 when examining this
variable.

Results
Descriptive statistics for parents’ referenced resources at
each support circle/level are displayed in Table 1. Parents
most frequently mentioned family members (71.1%) and
friends (50.0%), individuals who are likely present in daily
interactions, in the ﬁrst level of parenting support. Other
resources, such as community members/tools and professionals, were not as frequently mentioned in the ﬁrst level of
support (28.9 and 26.3%, respectively) but were mentioned
by a majority of parents in at least one of the support levels.
The least frequently mentioned resources in the ﬁrst levels
of parenting support were Google (15.8%), speciﬁc websites (7.9%) and books (10.5%).
Figure 2 illustrates the percentage of parents who referenced a given resource category in any of the levels of
support. Each reference category was mentioned by almost
half of the parents, illustrating the varied resources that
parents turn to when seeking parenting information and
advice. When taking all of the levels of support into consideration, most parents mentioned family and professionals
(86.8 and 81.6%, respectively); Google also served as a
commonly used informational resource by the majority of
the parents (63.2%), despite being referenced infrequently
as a ﬁrst level of support. Unsurprisingly, fewer parents
mentioned turning to books or websites as a source of
parenting information or support (42.1% for both).
As noted, the authors also examined the total number of
resources parents mentioned (M = 5.92, SD = 1.65), and
associations between resources and demographic factors
(see Table 3). Parents’ level of educational attainment was
strongly and positively correlated with the total number
of resources they mentioned, r(36) = 0.488, p = 0.002,
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P discusses the attitude and/or personality of R
R provides access to other resources
R compensates for the lack of more ideal resources
P can achieve multiple goals in a single action
R is recommended or spoken highly of by other individuals
P feels comfortable sharing conﬁdential/private
information with R
R is free or affordable
P can remain anonymous when interacting with R
R provides credible or research-based information
R provides detailed or individualized information
R provides a large variety/amount of information
R provides clear information
R provides information that prepares P for the future

Attitude

Connection

Expediency

Convenience

Testimony

Conﬁdentiality

Affordability

Anonymity

Information quality Credibility

Speciﬁcity

Abundance

Clarity

Preparation

Content courtesy of Springer Nature, terms of use apply. Rights reserved.
R triggers negative emotions
R causes positive emotions

Positive

P refers to her own social or cultural background

Negative

Background

P parent interviewee, R resource, i.e., the person/tool/place under discussion

Emotion

“It tells me when to expect they’ll be fussier – good for predicting the next step.”

“They provide clear recommendations.”

“The talks are very informative and I learn a lot.”

“I can often ﬁnd moms who will write out in detail.”

“I prefer trusted websites that are research-based.”

“The group is anonymous which I like.”

“It’s free so I just go.”

“The Facebook group is very conﬁdential.”

“I downloaded that app because all these people were like ‘it’s so great.’”

“The specialists are close to the doctor’s ofﬁce and we go see them because we
have to see the doctor.”

“We have no family here, so the group is nice to have.”

“The center puts me in touch with other specialists.”

“Folks at the center are always willing to help.”

“In Facebook groups, interesting questions may come up on my feed.”

“I would consult someone with a medical background.”

“I go to her pediatrician ﬁrst because I feel that comfort.”

“I use Google last because some answers freak you out.”

“I prefer that because I lived in another country.”

P demonstrates conﬁdence in her own perspectives, beliefs, and/ “I know it’s a good resource because it’s kind of just my gut feeling.”
or knowledge

P can browse R to get second opinions or come across
information

Browse

Conﬁdence

R has professional knowledge/training

Agency

R is readily available and easily accessible to P

Knowledge

“Google is the easiest and quickest place to access.”

“We have similar parenting styles.”

P and R share similarities not speciﬁc to parenting

“We live by similar values.”

“We were pregnant at the same time.”

General similarity

R can relate to P’s experiences

“I’ve known my college friends a long time.”

Shared beliefs/practices P and R share parenting practices/beliefs

Experience

R is family and/or friends with P and has a close
relationship with P

Accessibility

Traits of resource

Common ground

Family and/or friend

Developing relationship R knows P from previous contact (but P and R are not family or “The specialist knows me, knows her and knows how I would react to the
friends)
situation.”

Examples

Relationship

Deﬁnition

Code

Category

Table 2 Codebook for parents’ explanations for resource preferences
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Fig. 2 Participant references to resource category in any level of
support
Table 3 Bivariate correlations (Pearson’s r) between variables
1
1. Education

2

3

4

0.293~

–

–

2. Total resources

0.488**

3. SPEAK

0.632**

–
0.359*

~

p < 0.10, *p < 0.05, **p < 0.01

suggesting that more highly educated parents have more
resources or can more readily identify resources to utilize
when seeking parenting advice and information, on average,
than their less formally educated peers. Additionally, parents’ knowledge of child development, as measured by the
SPEAK, was also correlated to the total number of resources parents referenced during their interviews, r(31) =
0.359, p = 0.040. This suggests that parents with greater
knowledge about parenting also believe they have more
resources and tools at their disposal to receive parenting
information; on the other hand, this may suggest that parents who have a greater number of tools and resources to
turn to for parenting information are more likely to develop
a greater knowledge base around child development and
parenting. Notably, however, once controlling for education, parents’ knowledge of child development and the total
number of referenced resources no longer displayed a signiﬁcant correlation; the authors hypothesize that this may be
due to the high collinearity between parent education and
the measure of parents’ knowledge, r(31) = 0.632, p <
0.001.

Types of Resources and Parents’ Education Level
Given that parents’ educational attainment was associated
with parents’ total number of resources, the authors investigated whether education was related to the types of
resources that they referenced as sources of information and
support during their interview. The descriptive results
indicated that some categories were infrequently mentioned
as primary supports, as illustrated by infrequent references
as a ﬁrst circle support (see Table 1). In order to expand

categories for analysis, parents’ responses for circles one
and two for all resource categories were collapsed. As such,
parents who listed a resource in the ﬁrst Circle of Support
(“Circle One” henceforth) or the second Circle of Support
(“Circle Two”), received credit for the presence of a
resource.
Simple Pearson’s correlations between parents’ education and a reference to a given resource category as a ﬁrst or
second level of support are displayed in Table 4. Results
indicated that education was only signiﬁcantly related to
parents’ reference of books as a resource, with more educated parents referencing books as a Circle One or Circle
Two resource more frequently than less educated parents, r
(36) = 0.39, p = 0.015. All other resource categories were
not correlated with education, suggesting that parents’ level
of educational attainment has little bearing on the types of
supports that parents turn to for parenting information and
advice. The authors also investigated whether parenting
knowledge of child development was correlated with parents’ references to particular resource categories in the ﬁrst
two circles. Results indicated that parents with greater
knowledge of child development were more likely to
reference books, r(31) = 0.46, p = 0.008, and professionals,
r(31) = 0.40, p = 0.020, than peers with less knowledge of
child development. To follow up on this ﬁnding, the authors
ran a linear regression model for parents’ performance on
the SPEAK using books, professionals, and education as
predictors. The model predicted signiﬁcant variability on
the SPEAK, R2 = 0.53; F(3, 29) = 10.49, p < 0.001, with
education as a signiﬁcant predictor (β = 0.51, t(29) = 3.64,
p = 0.001), and references to professionals as a marginal
predictor (β = 0.27, t(29) = 2.03, p = 0.051); references to
books was not a signiﬁcant predictor (β = 0.20, t(29) =
1.39, ns) with the other measures in the model. These
results suggest that not only does a parents’ formal educational attainment level predict their parenting knowledge,
but the types of resources they access, speciﬁcally whether
or not they report turning to professionals, may also predict
their level of child development knowledge.

Results of Coding Parent Interviews
To answer the third research question concerning how
parents explain their resource preferences, the transcribed
interviews were analyzed using inductive thematic analysis.
From the 26 codes, three themes were identiﬁed: relational
reasons (those focusing on social relations or common
ground between the parent and the resource), informational
reasons (those focusing on traits of the resource or the
quality of the information provided), and personal reasons
(where parents discussed their personal agency, preferences,
and knowledge and how certain resources evoked positive
or negative emotions in them). First, the frequency and
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Table 4 Bivariate correlations
(Pearson’s r) between parent
variables of interest and resource
category references

1
1. Education
2. SPEAK

2

3

4

5

6

7

8

9

–
–

0.632**

–

3. Books

0.392*

0.455**

4. Community

0.293

0.265

–0.021

–

5. Family

0.040

–0.372*

–0.172

–0.075

–

6. Friends

0.146

–0.056

0.091

–0.248

–0.127

–

7. Google

–0.168

–0.336

–0.166

–0.053

0.258

–0.218

–

8. Professional

0.168

0.404*

0.277

–0.159

–0.258

0.00

–0.053

–

9. Website

0.128

0.144

0.226

–0.072

–0.205

0.049

–0.340*

–0.113

–

*p < 0.05, **p < 0.01

Table 5 Code frequency (with relative proportion out of a total of 429
codes in parentheses)
Theme

Code category

Code

Relational reasons Common ground Experience
151 (35%)
79 (18%)
Shared beliefs/
practices
General
similarity
Relationship
72 (17%)

Informational
reasons
246 (57%)

Resource traits
172 (40%)

13 (3%)
9 (2%)

Developing
relationship

38 (9%)

Family and/
or friend

34 (8%)

Accessibility

54 (13%)

Knowledge

35 (8%)

Browse

31 (7%)

Attitude

16 (4%)

Connection

14 (3%)

Expediency

8 (2%)

Convenience

5 (1%)

Testimony

3 (1%)

Conﬁdentiality

3 (1%)

Affordability

2 (0.5%)

Anonymity

1 (0.2%)

Information
Credibility
quality 74 (17%) Speciﬁcity

24 (6%)

Abundance

16 (4%)

Clarity
Preparation
Personal reasons
32 (7%)

57 (13%)

Agency 18 (4%)
Emotion
14 (3%)

Conﬁdence

26 (6%)

6 (1%)
2 (0.5%)
17 (4%)

Background

1 (0.2%)

Negative

8 (2%)

Positive

6 (1%)

relative proportion of codes, code categories, and themes
were examined (see Table 5). In total, mothers provided 429
reasons (i.e., units of coding). Over half of the reasons were
informational (246 units of coding, 57% out of the total

number of codes assigned), followed by relational (151
units, 35%) and personal reasons (32 units, 7%).
The distribution of the most frequent codes and themes
in each Circle of Support were examined (see Table 6). As
mentioned before, Circle One consisted of the most proximal and preferred resources that parents most frequently
and willingly turned to, and Circle Two and Circle Three
contained sources that parents relied on to a lesser extent.
When explaining the reasons for their resource preferences,
in general, parents tended to discuss informational and
relational reasons more than personal reasons. Interestingly,
parents provided different reasons for different Circles of
Support. Parents prioritized relational reasons over informational and personal reasons when explaining their preferences for resources in Circle One. All three of the most
frequent codes fell under the theme “relational reasons”:
“experience” (i.e., the resource under discussion has
experience taking care of children or have children themselves, and thus can relate to the parent’s experiences),
“developing relationship” (i.e. the resource knows the parent or the family from previous contact), and “family and/or
friends” (i.e., the resource is family and/or friends with the
parent and has a close, trusting, and/or loving personal
relationship with the parent). For instance, parents frequently discussed how these relational reasons led to their
decision to seek information from family and friends: “I talk
to my sister every day and I always go to her;” “many of my
friends, we were pregnant at the same time and have kids
the same age;” “somebody who may have never had a child
write a book and you’re like okay, how does this person
know what it even feels like to give birth because they never
did.” However, out of the six most frequent codes for Circle
Two and Three, ﬁve denoted informational reasons:
“accessibility” (i.e., the resource is readily available and
easily and/or quickly accessible to the parent), “knowledge”
(i.e., the resource possesses a particular body of knowledge
or has received professional training), “browse” (i.e. the
parent can browse the resource and as a result, get second
opinions or conﬁrmatory information or unintentionally
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Table 6 Codes of the highest
frequency by circle of support

Circle One (198 codes)

Circle Two (137 codes)

Circle Three (94 codes)

Experience [RR] (42, 21%)

Accessibility [IR] (19, 14%)

Accessibility [IR] (17, 18%)

Developing relationship [RR] (24, 12%)

Knowledge [IR] (19, 14%)

Experience [RR] (9, 10%)

Family and/or friend [RR] (24, 12%)

Browse [IR] (13, 9%)

Abundance [IR] (7, 7%)

Corresponding themes are in square brackets; theme key: [RR] = Relational reasons, [IR] = Informational
reasons. Relative proportion out of the total number of codes within each circle of support is in parentheses

come across helpful information), and “abundance” (i.e., the
resource provides a large variety and/or amount of information). For instance, when explaining why they turn to
Google, parent groups on social media, or parenting websites, parents frequently cited the accessibility of such
resources: “It (Google) is the easiest and quickest place to
access;” “the turnaround time for a pediatrician is sometimes a little tougher (compared to Google and social media
groups).” Hence, parents seemed to have chosen the most
preferred and frequently sought-out resources based on
relational reasons. When parents decided on the more distal,
less preferred, but somewhat useful resources in Circle Two
and Three, factors pertaining to traits of the resource (e.g.,
accessibility and knowledge) and quantity of information
(e.g., abundance of information) were of greater importance. Lastly, associations among parents’ educational
attainment, knowledge about child development, and their
frequency of providing informational, relational, and personal reasons were examined. Two mothers were excluded
from any analyses which included parenting knowledge
because their SPEAK scores were unavailable, resulting in a
sample size of 31. The authors hypothesized that mothers
with more years of formal education were more likely to
provide informational reasons, and that parents who provided more informational reasons were more knowledgeable about child development. Pearson correlation tests
showed no associations between maternal education and the
frequency at which they provided informational, relational,
or personal reasons, ps > 0.1. Parenting knowledge about
child development was positively and moderately associated with mothers’ frequency of providing informational
reasons, p < 0.05, r(29) = 0.40, but not with the frequencies
of relational or personal reasons, ps > 0.1.

Discussion
The present study contributes to the literature on parenting
knowledge in several ways by both examining “where”
parents of infants turn and “why” they prefer those sources.
Our sample included parents with diverse educational
attainment levels and provided an opportunity to re-examine
previously documented relations between parent education
level, parenting knowledge, and sources of support. The
present study adds to the literature by asking parents

directly to describe the people, places and tools they currently access when seeking information about parenting.
Said another way, the information provided by parents is
distinct in this study as it is descriptive of their present
information seeking behavior rather than focused on
aspirations of where they think they would like to receive
information. The interviewing protocol, Circles of Support,
put the parent in the driver’s seat as they were able to
describe and report their own preferences while reﬂecting
on what motivates them to make these choices. The present
study adds to the literature in three distinct ways by
reporting: resource categories and levels of preference (i.e.,
Circle One, Two, Three) to describe the sources of support,
three themes (i.e., personal, relational, informational) to
describe parents’ rationale for source selection, and the
correlational relation between key variables of interest (i.e.,
parent education level, knowledge of child development)
and the categories of resources and thematic codes.
First, the responses from parents led to the creation of
seven resource categories (see Table 1) which encapsulate
the common resources parents of infants reported turning
to for parenting information. While previous studies have
provided a list of sources and asked parents to rank these
sources or comment on usage (e.g., Baker et al., 2017),
the present study allowed parents to describe their sources
of support and the levels at which they turn to these
sources. In Baker et al. (2017) it was reported that parents
selected “Friends/other parents” (77.1%) and “Internet:
parenting websites” (64.5%) at relatively high rates
(Baker et al., 2017). The present study potentially clariﬁes
and further differentiates these categories by separating
“family” from “friends.” In the present study, the family
category was referenced by 86.8% of parents and friends
were referenced by 73.7% of parents; this may cause
consideration if informal supports vary in terms of friends
and family and if the distinction of turning to friends or
family is unique or should be grouped as a general form of
informal support. Additionally, websites in the present
study were referenced by 42.1% of parents, but were only
included in the ﬁrst circle of support by 7.9% of participants (see Table 1). This is a lower rate than that of Baker
et al. (2017) and it is worth considering that the use of
websites may not be a ﬁrst source but a secondary or
tertiary resource, at which point the website may be
functioning as a source to conﬁrm advice already received
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from an informal support, rather than as an initial source
of information.
Second, ﬁndings from the inductive thematic analysis of
interviews indicated that overall, when explaining their
resource preferences, parents generally prioritized relational
reasons (those focusing on social relations or common
ground between the parent and the resource), and informational reasons (those focusing on traits of the resource or
the quality of the information provided), over personal
reasons (where parents discussed their personal agency,
preferences, and knowledge and how certain resources
evoked positive or negative emotions in them). It is also
important to note that reasons parents provided varied
across the Circles of Support. Speciﬁcally, parents were
more likely to provide relational reasons than informational
and personal reasons when discussing the most proximal
and preferred resources (i.e., those in Circle One), and were
more likely to provide informational reasons than relational
and personal reasons when discussing resources that fell in
Circles Two and Three, the two more distal Circles of
Support. In other words, parents sought information from
their most preferred resources because they have built
strong, positive, and often lasting relations with these
resources. In terms of resources that are helpful but less
preferred, parents tend to evaluate the characteristics of the
resource itself (e.g., to what extent a resource is accessible
and knowledgeable) and the quality of the information (e.g.,
whether the resource provides abundant information). Previous studies have sought to understand the role online
forums and resources are playing in parenting (e.g., Duggan
et al., 2015) and our ﬁndings highlight the relational factors
that seem to most directly drive parents preferences for both
where they turn and why they describe seeking those
sources. Thus even with the growth of online platforms,
internet access, and possible accessibility of healthcare,
parents ﬁrst seek out “informal” supports such as family
members and friends, above and beyond professionals, and
this appears to be because they have built a strong relationship with these “informal” supports. While accessibility
is important, the value and trust within relationships may
continue to hold the clearest explanation of where and to
whom parents look for support.
Third, the present study provided an opportunity to
explore whether signiﬁcant relations exist between variables
of interest (i.e., parent education level, parenting knowledge) and resource categories named by parents. Exploring
these correlations is important as there is a well-documented
correlation between parent education and overall parenting
knowledge (e.g., Bornstein et al., 2010). Parents with college degrees demonstrate more knowledge about child
development than parents with fewer years of formal education, on average (Civitas Initiative et al., 2000). When
considering the sources that parents turn to in relation to

their educational attainment and parenting knowledge,
research has indicated that parents’ years of educational
attainment positively predicted rates of self-reported turning
to formal “professionals” for information about parenting
(Rowe et al., 2016). In the present study, parenting
knowledge scores were predicted by educational attainment
level and references to seeking support from professionals.
Also, in the present study, greater parenting knowledge (as
measured by SPEAK score) correlated with the total number of resources referenced by parents. Higher levels of
parenting knowledge were also positively associated with a
higher rate of reference to resources such as books and
professionals and fewer references to a family member.
While higher rates of parenting knowledge were associated
with increased references to professionals or formal supports, family members were cited at the highest rate across
all participants in this study, indicating that regardless of
educational attainment, parents demonstrated a strong preference for family members as a primary source of support.
We also found that mothers who more frequently discussed
informational reasons for mentioning a support (i.e., traits of
resources and quality of information) had higher levels of
parenting knowledge. Taken together, our ﬁndings replicate
previous research highlighting an association between parent education level, parenting knowledge, and higher rates
of citing professionals or books as resources (e.g., Rowe
et al., 2016).

Conclusion, Limitations, and Future
Directions
By exploring the people, places, and tools parents turn to
when seeking information, the present study adds to the
literature by replicating patterns of preference for informal
and relationally motivated support as well as providing
more in-depth understanding of the prioritization of support
by asking parents of infants to consider the support they
turn to in terms of “circles” or levels. Each of the seven
resource categories was mentioned by nearly half of the
parents (see Fig. 2), indicating that parents turn to a multitude of various sources when seeking parenting information and advice. Understanding parent preferences and the
“why” behind these preferences can position researchers
and practitioners to more adeptly predict and plan interventions which will be most efﬁcacious in supporting
families.
The study limitations should be noted when considering
the ﬁndings. First the study was nested in a broader study
which underwent a recruitment process and required parents
to engage in an intervention; as such, it is possible that this
biases the demographic of participating families to those
who have the time and are motivated to participate in an
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intervention, posing a potential threat to the external
validity and subsequent generalizability of the ﬁndings.
Additionally, in the event the in-person interviews with
parents led parents to dishonestly self-report their support
seeking behaviors to the interviewing researcher, then the
internal validity of the study would be compromised. It
should be noted that the interviews occurred before any
interventions from the broader study occurred.
Several considerations and future directions have coalesced in analyzing the ﬁndings and will subsequently be
discussed in the closing of this paper. The signiﬁcant relationship the authors found between parents’ tendency to
discuss informational reasons and parenting knowledge
may be reciprocal. On the one hand, parents who placed a
stronger emphasis on the quality of information and traits of
informants may be more selective in these aspects, and thus
might have received information of higher quality from
more reliable or credible resources. These parents in turn
may gain more knowledge about child development. On the
other hand, parents who were more knowledgeable about
children’s language and cognitive development may have
been more selective in gaining information from external
sources, and were thus more likely to take factors pertaining
to the traits of informants and quality of information into
account when deciding where to seek information. It is
noteworthy that the present study is correlational in nature,
and training and/or intervention studies are needed to shed
light on the causal mechanisms.
It has been previously documented that parents
appreciate the use of media and advertising to provide
information that extends or sparks interest in a parenting
topic, but they prefer verbal communication for “brief and
concrete” messages (Glascoe et al., 1998). The differential
preferences of avenues to locate parenting information
reﬂect the reality that there is not likely a “one size ﬁts all”
approach to providing parenting information. Our ﬁndings
highlight the consistent preference to turn to family and
friends (“informal supports”) and to cite relational reasons
for where they ﬁrst turn for information. As seeking information often begins with relationships, the dissemination of
accurate and useful parenting knowledge and information at
local levels with community members of inﬂuence may be
the most efﬁcacious route.
Education level and knowledge of child development did
not signiﬁcantly correlate with accessing information
through the most common resource category in Circle One:
family members and friends. While preference for these
informal or social supports appears to be a consistent preference for parents, regardless of education level, some
sources (e.g., books and professionals) are signiﬁcantly
correlated with parent education level. The ﬁndings provoke
thought about future directions. For example, if parent
education level is signiﬁcantly correlated with preference

for books and professionals, it may be more strategic to
either lower access barriers to books and professionals or to
change the medium through which parents with lower levels
of education access information and anticipatory guidance.
In other words, it remains to be seen whether providers
should try to change the preferences parents currently have
for where they seek out information, or if they should
consider developing novel approaches, keeping in mind that
family relationships and social networks are a preferred
avenue to seek out information. Echoing the work of other
authors (e.g., Committee on Early Childhood, Adoption,
and Dependent Care, 2011), perhaps more “formal” providers (e.g., pediatricians, social workers) should strategically
include extended family members in visits or should
intentionally share information with local inﬂuencers who
are more likely to be sought out by new or less experienced
parents in community contexts (e.g., community center,
laundromat, apartment building).
Ensuring parents have access to accurate and useful
parenting information is a practical and effective way to
promote positive early-childhood experiences for all children. Intervention studies, such as “Pointing to Success”
(Rowe & Leech, 2019), 30-Million Words (Suskind et al.,
2016), and Providence Talks (Wong et al., 2018) have
evaluated the impact of parenting communication with
children which may increase language development. If such
interventions are effective, the next question becomes,
“How will parents encounter and internalize this new
information which can affect their parenting practices?” A
better understanding of the people, places, and tools parents
use allows for future dissemination of information in ways
that are most effective. The present study prompted parents
by asking where they generally go for information, but
further research exploring the ways in which different parenting topics of interest (e.g., feeding, discipline, educational options, potty training) may be associated with
different support seeking behaviors would be informative. It
may also be useful for future research to explore parents'
cited reasons for not turning to certain supports (e.g., professionals) as some research has indicated that anxiety and
perceived judgment can impact information seeking (Loudon et al., 2016). Additionally, information quality or correctness was not considered in this study and future research
should explore the quality of information that comes from
different information sources.
In a national survey of parents, results made it clear that
caregivers believe they can improve in their parenting
practices and want to learn more about parenting in order to
do so (Zero to Three: National Center for Infants and Bezos
Family Foundation, 2016). These ﬁndings have practical
implications for professionals and organizations that provide services or information to parents with young children.
Given that parents are often motivated and eager to seek out
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support and information, it is essential that sound, credible
parenting advice is accessible and is in the hands and minds
of community members who have the greatest inﬂuence,
whether that is a pediatrician or a matriarch in a local
community. The safety and well-being of young children is
likely to be enhanced as researchers and practitioners learn
how to leverage the relationships and resources which are
accessed by parents most readily.
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