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For many families, the past three months have
included parenting in close quarters with high
levels of uncertainty and unpredictability while
managing work commitments, fulfilling care
responsibilities inside and outside the home, 
and homeschooling children of all ages. 

Toward the end of 2019, news began to spread around the
world about the novel coronavirus (COVID-19). Like many
other countries, Canada was facing the possibility of weeks
and months with families living in isolation in their homes,
changes to school and work schedules, and unknown impacts
on family connections and well-being.  

In 2020, global citizens around the world are living in and
adapting to new ways of life while remaining “safe at home”
during the COVID-19 pandemic. Canadians have been 
striving to respect physical and social distancing guidelines
implemented by our governments and based on the
recommendations of public health officials since March 10,
2020. For many families, the past three months have included
parenting in close quarters with high levels of uncertainty and
unpredictability while managing work commitments, fulfilling
care responsibilities inside and outside the home, and
homeschooling children of all ages. Despite the inability to plan
and the unknowns about what the next few weeks and months
might look like, most families are maintaining good physical and
mental health, taking care of one another and weathering the
storm with their neighbours and communities at a distance. 

During these unprecedented times, the Vanier Institute 
of the Family has adjusted its focus to understanding 
families in Canada in a time of drastic social, economic 
and environmental change. The daily activities of individuals
and families in Canada, what they are thinking, how they are
feeling and what they are doing are all important factors to be
addressed and understood in the short, medium or long term. 

Accordingly, representatives from the Vanier Institute were
co-founders of the COVID-19 Social Impacts Network, a
multidisciplinary group of some of Canada’s leading experts
along with some of their international colleagues. The network
has identified important issues, key indicators and relevant
socio-demographics to generate evidence-based responses

addressing the social and economic dimensions of the
COVID-19 crisis in Canada. As well, to understand the
experiences of families during the pandemic, the Vanier
Institute has internally mobilized knowledge from other
available sources, including quantitative data from both
government and non-governmental agencies, such 
as Statistics Canada and UNICEF Canada, as well as 
qualitative information from individuals, families and
organizations across the nation.
Analyses of these findings
illuminate characteristics 
of family life both before 
and during the pandemic,
providing insight into what
Canadians fear and what
they look forward to after
public health measures 
are lifted.  

Consistent with its core
principles, the Vanier
Institute honours and
respects the perspectives 
of diverse families by
applying a family lens
and Gender-based 



Analysis Plus (GBA+), whenever possible.1 By examining the
impact of the COVID-19 pandemic and any of its associated
“costs and consequences,” including fertility patterns,
parenting, family relationships, family dynamics and family
well-being, the Institute mobilizes knowledge to those who
study, serve and support families to make sound evidence-
based decisions when designing and implementing policies
and programs for all families in Canada.

COVID-19 Pandemic Experience in Canada  

As of May 31, 2020, 1.6 million people have been tested for
COVID-19 in Canada (approximately 4.5% of the total
population). Among them, 5% have tested positive for the
virus, with 8% resulting in death.2 Seniors in long-term care
facilities who have died of COVID-19 represent approximately
82% of all deaths linked to the virus.3

Families are like all other “systems” during the pandemic – 
their strengths and weakness are magnified, amplified and
intensified as relationships, interactions and behaviours 
adapt to changes in routine, habits and experiences. Family
connections, family well-being and youth experiences have
all been dramatically affected.

FAMILY CONNECTIONS

• Approximately 8 in 10 adults (aged 18 and older) who are
married or living common-law agreed that they and their
spouse were supporting one another well since the start 
of the COVID-19 pandemic (Fig. 1). This figure varies only
slightly for those with children or youth at home (77%)
compared with those without children under the age of 18 
in the household (82%).4

• Fewer than 2 in 10 adults in committed relationships said
they had been arguing more since the start of the pandemic
(Fig. 1).5

• Six in 10 parents reported they were talking to their children
more often than before the lockdown began.6

• When young kids were in the house, adults were almost
twice as likely as those with no children or youth at home to
have increased their time spent making art, crafts or music.7

On the other hand…

• One-third of adults said that they were very or extremely
concerned about family stress from confinement.9

• 10% of women and 6% of men were very or extremely
concerned about the possibility of violence in the home.10, 11

• About 1 in 5 Canadians had senior relatives living in a nursing
home or facility, with 92% of females and 78% of men being
very or somewhat concerned for their health.12

FAMILY WELL-BEING 

• More than three-quarters of Statistics Canada’s
crowdsource participants reported either very good or
excellent (46%) or good (31%) mental health during
pandemic, in a survey conducted April 24–May 11, 2020.13

• Nearly half (48%) of Statistics Canada’s crowdsource
participants said that their mental health was “about the
same,” “somewhat better” or “much better” than it had
been prior to the start of the pandemic.14

• About half of adults said they felt anxious or nervous or
felt sad “very often” or “often” since the beginning of the
COVID-19 crisis.15

• Regardless of age group or week surveyed, women
expressed being more afraid than men that they would
contract the virus or that someone in their immediate
family would contract it (Fig. 2).16
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Figure 1: Relationship characteristics of adults in committed relationships by
week, March 27–May 3, 20208

% Agreeing

Consistent with its core principles, the Vanier Institute
honours and respects the perspectives of diverse
families by applying a family lens and Gender-based
Analysis Plus (GBA+), whenever possible.
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• Canadians were more afraid of a loved one contracting
COVID-19 than they were of contracting it themselves.
Adults who were “very” or “extremely” concerned about:

– their own health: 36% 
– health of someone in household: 54%
– health of vulnerable people: 79%
– overloading the health care system: 84%18, 19

• More than 4 in 10 of adults living with children under the age
of 18 in their home said they “very often” or “often” have had
difficulty sleeping since the beginning of the pandemic.20

• When asked to describe how they have been primarily
feeling in recent weeks, Canadians were most likely to say
they were worried (44%), anxious (41%) and bored (30%);
fully one-third (34%) also said they were “grateful.”21

• Women were considerably more likely than men to report
experiencing anxiety or nervousness, sadness, irritability or
difficulty sleeping during the pandemic.22

• Adults across all age groups continued to exercise during the
pandemic, as two-thirds of adults aged 18–34 reported that
they were exercising equally as often or more often during
the pandemic than they were before it started. The figures
were similar for adults aged 35–54 (62%) and aged 55 and
older (65%).23

• Younger adults (aged 15–49) were more likely to report an
increase in junk food consumption than older adults.24

• Food banks saw a 20% average increase in demand, with
some local food banks, such as those in Toronto, Ontario,
seeing increases as high as 50%.25

• More than 9 in 10 people aged 15 and older said that the
pandemic had not changed their consumption of tobacco
nor cannabis.26 Just under 8 in 10 reported that the
pandemic had not affected their drinking habits.27

YOUTH EXPERIENCES

• Youth aged 12–19 said they got most of their information
about COVID-19 and public health measures from their
parents.28

• Older youth, aged 15–17, were more anxious than younger
youth, aged 12–14.29

• Among youth aged 15–17, 50% reported that the
pandemic had had “a lot” or “some” negative impact on
their mental health, compared with 34% of youth aged
12–14. Approximately 4 in 10 youth aged 12–17 reported 
“a lot” or “some” negative impact on their physical
health.30

• Approximately half of children and youth across all age
groups missed their friends the most while in isolation.31

• Though 75% of youth claimed to be keeping up with
school while in isolation, many were also unmotivated
(60%) and disliked the arrangement (57%) (i.e. online
learning; virtual classrooms).32

• Many youth said they were doing more housework or
chores during the pandemic.33

• Older teens (aged 15–17) were having more difficult
sleeping, feeling more anxious or nervous, sad and
irritable. Younger teens (aged 12–14) were more likely 
to feel happy than older teens (Fig. 3).34
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Figure 2: Fear that an immediate family member will contract COVID-19, by
gender, March 10–May 10, 202017
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Regardless of age group or week surveyed, women
expressed being more afraid than men that they
would contract the virus or that someone in their
immediate family would contract it.
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COVID-19 Pandemic Response in Canada  

Since March 2020, the provincial, territorial and federal
governments have announced diverse benefits, credits,
programs, initiatives and funds to support families across
Canada. The purpose of these recent resources is to offset,
mitigate or alleviate the financial impact that the COVID-19
pandemic has had on families during this period of uncertainty,
including the following:

TEMPORARY INCREASE TO THE CANADA CHILD 
BENEFIT (CCB)

The Canada Child Benefit (CCB) is a tax-free monthly payment
made to eligible families to help with the cost of raising children
under the age of 18. The amount of the benefit varies depending
on the number of children, the age of the children, marital status
and family net income from the previous year’s tax return. The
CCB may include the child disability benefit and any related
provincial and territorial programs.36

For families already receiving the CCB, an additional $300 per
child was added to the benefit in May 2020. For example, a
family with two children received $600, in addition to their
regular monthly CCB payment, which could be up to a
maximum of $553.25 per month per child under the age 
of 6 and $466.83 per month per child aged 6–17.37, 38

CANADA EMERGENCY RESPONSE BENEFIT (CERB)

In April 2020, Canada’s federal government established the
Canada Emergency Response Benefit (CERB) to support
workers impacted by the COVID-19 pandemic. 

The CERB provides $2,000 every four weeks to workers who
have lost their income as a result of the pandemic. Eligibility
includes adults who have lost their job or who are sick,

quarantined or taking care of someone who is sick with
COVID-19. It applies to wage earners, contract workers and
self-employed individuals who are unable to work. The benefit
also allows individuals to earn up to $1,000 per month while
collecting CERB.39

As a result of school and child care closures across Canada, 
the CERB is available to working parents who must stay home
without pay to care for their children until schools and child 
care can safely reopen and welcome back children of all ages. 

As of early May 2020, more than 7 million Canadians had
applied for CERB since its introduction.40

MORTGAGE PAYMENT DEFERRAL

Homeowners across Canada who are facing financial
hardship due to lack of work or decreased income during 
the pandemic may be eligible for a mortgage payment
deferral of up to six months.

The payment deferral is an agreement between individuals 
and their mortgage lender, which includes a suspension of 
all mortgage payment for a specified period of time.41

SPECIAL GOOD AND SERVICES TAX CREDIT

The Goods and Services Tax credit is a tax-free quarterly
payment that helps individuals and families with low and
modest incomes offset all or part of the Goods and Services 
Tax (GST) or the Harmonized Sales Tax (HST) that they pay.42

In April 2020, the federal government provided a one-time
special payment in April 2020 to those receiving the Goods and
Services Tax credit. The average additional benefit was nearly
$400 for single individuals and close to $600 for couples.43

TEMPORARY WAGE TOP-UP FOR LOW-INCOME
ESSENTIAL WORKERS

The federal government is providing $3 billion to increase the
wages of low-income essential workers. Examples of essential
workers (though variable by province or territory) may include
health care professionals, long-term care facility employees
and grocery store employees. 

Each province or territory is responsible for determining
which workers are eligible for this support and how much
they will receive.44

Figure 3: Proportion of youth, by age, reporting difficulty sleeping and other
feelings, April 29–May 5, 202035 Since March 2020, the provincial, territorial and

federal governments have announced diverse
benefits, credits, programs, initiatives and funds to
support families across Canada. 

Older teens are having a harder time sleeping, they feel more anxious and
nervous, sad, and irritable. Younger kids are more likely to feel happy during
the COVID-19 crisis.

Since the start of the COVID-19 crisis, how often have you

% Often 12–14 yrs-old 15–17 yrs-old

Had a hard time sleeping 20% 32%

Felt anxious or nervous 17% 26%

Felt sad 23% 33%

Felt irritated or annoyed 31% 40%

Felt bored 52% 52%

Felt happy 39% 31%
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EMERGENCY RELIEF SUPPORT FUND FOR PARENTS OF
CHILDREN WITH SPECIAL NEEDS (Province of British Columbia)

To support parents of children with special needs during the
COVID-19 pandemic, the Government of British Columbia
created a new Emergency Relief Support Fund. The fund will
provide a direct payment of $225 per month to eligible families
from April to June 2020 (three months). 

The payment may be used to purchase supports that help
alleviate stress, such as meal preparation and grocery shopping
assistance; homemaking services; caregiver relief support
and/or counselling services, online or by phone.45

COVID-19 INCOME SUPPORT PROGRAM 
(Province of Prince Edward Island)

In April 2020, the Government of Prince Edward Island
announced financial support for individuals whose income has
been impacted as a direct result of the public health state of
emergency, as well as additional protocols to keep residents safe.  

The COVID-19 Income Support Program will help individuals
bridge the gap between their loss of income and Employment
Insurance (EI) benefits or the Canada Emergency Response
Benefit (CERB) by providing a one-time, taxable payment 
of $750.46

SUPPORT FOR FAMILIES INITIATIVE (Province of Ontario)

In April 2020, the Government of Ontario announced direct
financial support to parents while Ontario schools and child care
centres remain closed as a result of the COVID-19 pandemic.

The new Support for Families initiative offers a one-time
payment of $200 per child aged 0–12 and $250 for those 
aged 0–21 with special needs.47

EMERGENCY ALLOWANCE FOR INCOME ASSISTANCE
CLIENTS (Northwest Territories)

For Income Assistance clients registered in March 2020, the
Government of the Northwest Territories provided a one-time
emergency allowance to help with a 14-day supply of food and
cleaning products as the stores have them available. 

The Income Assistance (IA) program is designed for residents
who are aged 19 and older and who have a need greater than
their income. The emergency allowance received by individuals
was $500 and for families it was $1,000.48

Parenting in Canada: Government Priorities,
Policies, Programs and Resources

The Government of Canada and the provincial, territorial and
Indigenous governments provide support to parents in Canada
in myriad ways. In addition to the supports provided to assist
families during the COVID-19 pandemic, as described in the
previous section, a selection of current priorities, policies,
programs and resources that are current and existed pre-
pandemic are highlighted below.

EARLY LEARNING AND CHILD CARE

Early learning and child care needs across Canada are vast and
diverse. The Government of Canada is investing in early learning
and child care to ensure children get the best start in life. As a
first step, the federal, provincial and territorial Ministers
responsible for early learning and child care have agreed to a
Multilateral Early Learning and Child Care Framework. The new
Framework sets the foundation for governments to work toward
a shared long-term vision where all children across Canada can
experience the enriching environment of quality early learning
and child care. The guiding principles of the Framework are to
increase quality, accessibility, affordability, flexibility and
inclusivity. A distinct Indigenous Early Learning and Child 
Care Framework was co-developed with Indigenous partners,
reflecting the unique cultures and needs of First Nation, Inuit
and Métis children across Canada.49, 50

BEFORE- AND AFTER-SCHOOL CARE

Canada’s federal government priorities currently include
working with the provinces and territories to invest in the
creation of up to 250,000 additional before- and after-school
spaces for children under the age of 10, at least 10% of which
would allow for care during extended hours. Priorities also
include decreasing child care fees for before- and after-school
programs by 10%.51

The Government of Canada and the provincial,
territorial and Indigenous governments provide
support to parents in Canada in myriad ways. 
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JUST FOR YOU – PARENTS

“Just for You – Parents” is a federally created web-based list of
resources for parents on topics, including alcohol, smoking and
drugs; child abuse; childhood diseases and illnesses;
educational resources; family issues; healthy living; mental
health; parenting tips (childhood development); school health;
and work–life balance. Each topic includes a range of subtopics
that direct parents through links to the most up-to-date
information available in Canada on issues of importance to
them and their children.52

GUARANTEED PAID FAMILY LEAVE PROGRAM

In 2019, the Minister of Families, Children and Social
Development was tasked to work with the Minister of
Employment, Workforce Development and Disability Inclusion
to improve and integrate the existing Employment Insurance-
based system of maternity and parental benefits and work with
the province of Quebec on the effective integration with its own
parental benefits system.53

• Maternity and Parental Benefits Administered through the
Employment Insurance (EI) program in Canada (excluding
Quebec), maternity and parental benefits include financial
support (i.e. income replacement for eligible workers) to 
new mothers and parents following the birth or adoption of a
child. The number of weeks and amount paid to each parent
varies depending on the type of benefit, number of weeks
and maximum amount payable (as determined by the
government).54 In Quebec, the Quebec Parental Insurance
Plan (QPIP) administers the maternity, paternity, parental
and adoption benefits. The amount received by parents is
also dependent on the type of benefit, number of weeks and
maximum amount payable (as determined by the provincial
government). In 2019, the average weekly standard parental
benefit rate in Canada reached $464.00 per month.55, 56

MODERNIZING CANADA’S FEDERAL FAMILY LAWS 

On June 21, 2019, Royal Assent was given to amend Canada’s
federal family laws related to divorce, parenting and
enforcement of family obligations. The first update to family
laws in more than 20 years, this initiative will make federal
family laws more responsive to the needs of families through
changes to the Divorce Act, the Family Orders and Agreements
Enforcement Assistance Act, and the Garnishment, Attachment and
Pension Diversion Act. The majority of the amendments to the
Divorce Act will come into force July 1, 2020, while amendments
to the other Acts will take place over two years. The legislation
has four key objectives: promote the best interests of the child;
address family violence; help to reduce child poverty; and make
Canada’s family justice system more accessible and efficient.57

PROVINCIAL AND TERRITORIAL CHILD PROTECTION
LEGISLATION AND POLICY

The federal, provincial and territorial governments of Canada
recognize the importance of surveillance in providing evidence
about the contexts, risk factors and types of child maltreatment
to inform policy, program, service and awareness interventions.
Through their child welfare ministries, the provincial and
territorial governments are responsible for assisting children 
in need of protection; they are also the primary source of
administrative data and information related to reported child
maltreatment. Preventing and addressing child maltreatment 
is a complex undertaking that involves the engagement of
governments at all levels and in various sectors, including social
services, policing, justice and health. At the federal level, the
Family Violence Initiative brings together multiple departments
to prevent and address family violence, including child
maltreatment. The Department of Justice is responsible for 
the Criminal Code, which includes several forms of child abuse.
As the Criminal Code currently stands – which has been
debated by advocates and parents alike – section 43 legally
allows for the use of corporal punishment on children by select
individuals as long as does not exceed what is reasonable under
the circumstances.58, 59

NOBODY’S PERFECT

Introduced nationally in 1987 and currently owned by the Public
Health Agency of Canada, Nobody’s Perfect is a facilitated
parenting program for parents of children aged 0–5. The
program is designed to meet the needs of parents who are
young, single, or socially or geographically isolated, or who 
have low income or limited formal education, and is offered in
communities by facilitators to help support parents and young
children. It provides parents of young children with a safe place
to build on their parenting skills, an opportunity to learn new
skills and concepts, and a place to interact with other parents
who have children the same age.60



ABORIGINAL HEAD START IN URBAN AND 
NORTHERN COMMUNITIES

The Aboriginal Head Start in Urban and Northern Communities
(AHSUNC) Program is a national community-based early
intervention program funded by the Public Health Agency of
Canada. AHSUNC focuses on early childhood development for
First Nations, Inuit and Métis children and their families living
off-reserve. Since 1995, AHSUNC has provided funding to
Indigenous community-based organizations to develop and
deliver programs that promote the healthy development 
of Indigenous preschool children. It supports the spiritual,
emotional, intellectual and physical development of Indigenous
children, while supporting their parents and guardians as their
primary teachers.61

Parenting in Canada: Pre-Parenthood 
to Adolescencei

For expectant parents (or those considering parenthood), the
months leading up to the birth or adoption of a child can be
exciting and overwhelming. There are many things to prepare
for – including the unexpected – in advance of the little one’s
arrival. Support in Canada often includes regular and free visits
with an obstetrician-gynecologist, a midwife or other registered
health care professionals to ensure healthy growth and
development. Programs and services are also available in
communities across Canada to prepare and plan for parenthood.  

• 2SITLGBQ+ Family Planning Weekend Intensive This two-day
program is structured to explore pathways to parenthood
and strategies for achieving one’s vision of kinship and
family. Participants are encouraged to ask questions, gather
information and build community, while exploring topics
such as co-parenting, multi-parent and single parent
families, pregnancy, kinship struggles and self-advocacy.
(LGBTQ+ Parenting Network)

• Preparing for Parenthood Geared toward parents-to-be, this
program offers information about how to remain healthy
during pregnancy and what to expect during the early days
and weeks of parenthood. (EarlyON Child and Family Centres)

• Mommies & Mamas 2B/Daddies & Papas 2B This 12-week
course is geared toward gay/lesbian, bisexual and queer
men/women who are considering parenthood. The course
includes resources and discussions to explore practical,
emotional, social, ethical, financial, medical, legal, political
and intersectional issues related to becoming a parent.
Topics explored include co-parenting, surrogacy, parenting
arrangements, non-biological and adoptive parenting,
fertility awareness, pre-natal care options and legal issues.
(LGBTQ+ Parenting Network)

NEWBORNS AND INFANTS 

Caring for a newborn or infant comes with many triumphs 
and challenges. For parents, programs and services are offered
across the country, many free of charge, including visits with
pediatricians and registered health care professionals. Postnatal
care services vary across regions and communities, which may
include informational supports, home visits from a public
health nurse or a lay home visitor, or telephone-based support
(e.g. Telehealth) from a public health nurse or midwife.62

Organizations across the country also offer drop-in programs
for parents, grandparents and caregivers to support healthy
child development and attachment. 

• Roots of Empathy At the heart of the program are an infant
and parent who visit a local classroom every three weeks
over the course of the school year. Along with a trained
Roots of Empathy Instructor, students observe the baby’s
development and feelings. This program provides
opportunities for parents and infants to take part in
teaching emotional literacy and empathy to children 
aged 5–12, while strengthening their own bonds to each
other. (Roots of Empathy)

• Parenting My Baby  Tailored to new parents to provide
opportunities to learn, participate in discussions on various
topics related to infancy, child development and parenting,
as well as opportunities to meet fellow new parents.
(EarlyON Child and Family Centres) 

• Bellies & Babies This drop-in group is geared toward
pregnant women and new parents with babies from 
birth to one year. The group provides individual and peer
support for pregnant women and postnatal mothers and
provides resources and support to new parents. Resources
include topics such as the importance of early secure
attachment, nutrition, breastfeeding, mental health, infant
development and parenting. (Sunshine Coast Community
Services Society)

• Young Parents Connect This informal support group is geared
toward parents and parents-to-be under the age of 26. It
provides an opportunity to meet other young parents, ask
questions and share concerns. Each session also includes a
fun, interactive activity for children and parents together.
(EarlyON Child and Family Centres)  

i Additional information about the organizations mentioned in this section that deliver programs or services to parents can be found in Appendix A.

For expectant parents (or those considering
parenthood), the months leading up to the birth or
adoption of a child can be exciting and overwhelming. 
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TODDLERS AND PRESCHOOLERS 

Programs for toddlers and preschoolers include a variety of
activities to engage both children and their parents to support
healthy child development and parent–child attachment.
Programs may include drop-in activities, such as those offered
by the Boys and Girls Club of Canada or through municipal
recreation centres. The drop-in program – offering dancing,
story time, arts and crafts and much more – provides
opportunities for parents, caregivers and grandparents to take
part in learning activities to create, explore and play. Drop-ins
welcome moms, dads, grandparents and caregivers, while also
providing opportunities to meet and connect with others within
the community. 

• Parenting Skills 0–5 This online parenting class is designed 
for families experiencing challenges, providing parents with a
foundational understanding to raise their children during the
first five years. Topics in this class include child development
and personality, discipline, sleep and nutrition. Parenting
skills classes are also available for parents with children aged
5–13 and 13–18. (BC Council for Families)

• Fathering Tailored to fathers, including new dads, 
those experiencing separation or divorce, teen dads 
and Indigenous dads, this series of resources provides
information on how to navigate the various stages of
childhood while providing practical tips in support of 
both fathers and their children. (BC Council for Families)   

• Dad HERO (Helping Everyone Realize Opportunities) This
project consists of an 8-week parenting course (offered in
select correctional institutions in Canada) and a Dad Group
both inside the facility for incarcerated fathers and in the
community for fathers who were previously incarcerated.
This project was designed to educate and teach fathers
about parenting, child development and growth, and their
role in their children’s lives. Dad HERO provides parenting
education and support connecting fathers with their 
children and improve their mental health and well-being. 
(Canadian Families and Corrections Network)

SCHOOL-AGED CHILDREN

As children begin and progress through the formal education
system in Canada, they encounter various people (i.e. peers,
educators) and influences (i.e. social media). Programs and
services for parents of school-aged children provide practical
tips, informative resources and opportunities to meet and
engage with fellow parents in their communities. 

• Parenting School-Age and Adult Children This resource was
created to support newcomer parenting programs and
address some of the challenges that newcomer parents and
caregivers may have with parenting in Canadian society. The
goal of the program is to gain effective communication skills,
better understand the Canadian school systems and create 
a safe space for parents and caregivers to address their
questions and concerns relating to children integrating into
the wider Canadian society and culture. (CMAS)

• Positive Discipline in Everyday Parenting This workshop series
promotes non-violent discipline and respects the child as 
a learner. It is an approach to teaching that helps children
succeed, gives them information and supports their growth
from infancy to adulthood. (EarlyON Child and Family Centres) 

• Newcomer Parent Resource Series Available in 16 languages
(e.g. Urdu, Arabic and Russian), this resource series explores
various topics of interest tailored to meet the unique needs
of immigrant and refugee parents of young children. Topics
include Keeping Your Home Language, Guiding Your Child’s
Behaviour, Helping Your Child Cope with Stress, Children
Learn Through Play, and Listening to and Talking with Your
Child. (CMAS)

• Parenting after Separation: Meeting the Challenges This six-
week program is geared toward parents who have recently
experienced separation from their partner. Parents meet
once a week to discuss the challenge associated with
parental separation and divorce and learn practical 
strategies to support their children. (Family Service Toronto)

• Foster Parent Support This program provides direct, outreach-
oriented support to foster parents/caregivers and the
children/youth in their care. Support workers work directly
with the family in their home, in the community or via phone.
This program is intended to be flexible in meeting the 
unique needs of each foster family and can offer a variety 
of supports, including teaching conflict resolution skills, 
de-escalation techniques, collaborative problem solving 
and using strength-based and trauma-informed approaches.
(Boys and Girls Club of Canada)
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ADOLESCENTS 

Parenting a teen can be challenge, especially in the rapidly
evolving era of technology. Adolescence can also be a difficult
time for teens who may be questioning their identity, their
purpose and envisioning their goals for the future. Programs 
for parents of teens recognize the importance of supporting
children through adolescence as they transition into adulthood. 

• Parents Together This is an ongoing professionally
facilitated education and group support program for
parents who are experiencing challenges while parenting 
a teen. This program helps parents address their feelings
(e.g. guilty, isolation) and provides opportunities to develop
new skills and knowledge that can help decrease conflict in
the home between parents and their teen. (Boys and Girls
Club of Canada)

• Transceptance This is an ongoing monthly peer support
group for parents and caregivers of transgender youth and
young adults. The support provides support and education,
reduces isolation and stress, and shares information,
including strategies for dealing or coping with disclosures.
(Central Toronto Youth Services)

• Parenting in the Know This 10-week education and support
program to learn more about adolescent development, 
teen mental health and other common issues that parents
experience. Local guest speakers, community resources,
practical ideas and connections with others experiencing
similar issues help parents feel better equipped to parent
their teen. (Boys and Girls Club of Canada)

• Families in TRANSition (FIT) This 10-week program 
is geared toward parents/caregivers of trans- and 
gender-questioning youth (aged 13–21) who have recently
learned of their child’s gender identity. The program
provides support to parents/caregivers to gain tools and
knowledge to help improve communication and strengthen
their relationship with their youth; learn about social, legal
and physical transition options; strengthen skills for
managing strong emotions; explore societal/cultural/
religious beliefs that impact trans youth and their families;
build skills to support their youth and family when facing
discrimination, transphobia and/or transmisogyny; and
promote youth mental health and resilience. 
(Central Toronto Youth Services) 

Looking Ahead  
Families are the most adaptive institution in the world. They are
resilient, diverse and strong. 

As countries around the world begin to focus on the post-
pandemic future, families and family experiences will continue
to evolve and adapt. Parents may return to work outside the
home, when children return to school and child care, and many
will continue to work remotely. Some extracurricular activities
will return, while classes like martial arts may continue to be
delivered online.  

While predicting the future has never been easy, the impact
and realities of the global pandemic on families is not yet known,
and programs and services may require adjustments in order
to support the physical, mental, emotional and social well-being
of parents and their children through a trauma-informed lens.
Though many families may have been safe at home, some
experienced an increase in violence, stress, isolation and anxiety. 

Policy and program development, benefits, resources, supports
and services will require a comprehensive understanding of
families in Canada, their experiences and aspirations; thoughts
and fears; and hopes and dreams during this period in time
which has evolved and may forecast what lies ahead. The
research and innovation behind the many initiatives, including
those included in this paper, will help guide evidence-informed
decisions; the development, design and implementation of
evidence-based programs, policies and practices; and evidence-
inspired innovation at all levels of government, community
organizations, workplaces and faith communities to ensure
families in Canada thrive now and into the future.

Nora Spinks is CEO at the Vanier Institute of the Family.

Sara MacNaull is Program Director at the Vanier Institute of
the Family.

Jennifer Kaddatz is a senior analyst at the Vanier Institute 
of the Family.
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This report was originally published on June 23, 2020 on the UN
Department of Economic and Social affairs (UN DESA) website as part of
the Expert Group Meeting on Families in Development: Focus on Modalities 
for IYF+30, Parenting Education and the Impact of COVID-19. This event was
organized by the Division for Inclusive Social Development (DISD) of UN
DESA to convene diverse experts from around the world virtually to discuss
the impact of COVID-19 on families, assess progress and emerging issues
related to parenting and education, and plan for upcoming observances of
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Adolescence can also be a difficult time for teens
who may be questioning their identity, their purpose
and envisioning their goals for the future. 
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Founded in 1977, the BC Council for Families (BCCF) has been
developing and delivering family support resources and training
programs to professionals across the province of British
Columbia as a way to share knowledge and build community
connections. The BCCF offers online classes, resources and
programs to support parents and children from infancy to
adulthood. 

Appendix A: Organizational and Program Overview 

The Boys and Girls Clubs of Canada offer educational,
recreational and skills development programs and services to
children and youth in communities across Canada. The Clubs
strive to provide safe, supportive places where children and
youth can experience new opportunities, overcome barriers,
build positive relationships and develop confidence and skills 
for life. Many Clubs also offer programs and services to parents
to support child development and attachment. 

Founded in 1992, Canadian Families and Corrections Network
(CFCN) aims to build stronger and safer communities by
assisting families affected by criminal behaviour, incarceration
and reintegration. Their work includes developing resources for
children, parents and families to understand the correctional
system and process in Canada and to support families as they
manage the experience of having a loved one incarcerated. 

The Central Toronto Youth Services (CTYS) is a community-
based, accredited Children’s Mental Health Centre that serves
many of Toronto’s most vulnerable youth. Their programs and
services meet a diversity of needs and challenges that young
people experience, such as serious mental health issues;
conflicts with the law; coping with anger, depression, anxiety,
marginalization or rejection; and issues of sexual orientation
and gender identity.

Founded in 2000, CMAS focuses on caring for immigrant and
refugee children by sharing their expertise with immigrant
serving organizations and other organizations in the child care
field. They currently identify gaps in service and work to create
solutions; establish and measure the standards of care; and
support services for newcomer families through resources,
training and consultations.

EarlyON Child and Family Centres provide opportunities for
children from birth to age 6 to participate in play and inquiry-
based programs, and support parents and caregivers in their
roles. The goal of the EarlyON is to enhance the quality and
consistency of child and family programs across Ontario. 

For more than 100 years, Family Service Toronto has been
supporting individuals and families through counselling,
community development, advocacy and public education
programs. This includes direct service work of intervention and
prevention such as counselling, peer support and education;
knowledge building and exchanging activities; and system-
level work, including social action, advocacy, community
building and working with partners to strengthen the sector.

Founded in 2001 and housed at the Sherbourne Health Centre
(in Toronto, Ontario), the LGBTQ+ Parenting Network supports
lesbian, gay, bisexual, trans and queer parenting through
resource development, training and community organizing. The
Network coordinates a wide range of programs and activities
with and on behalf of LGBTQ parents, prospective parents and
their families, including newsletters, print resources, support
groups, social events, research projects, advocacy and training.

For more than 30 years, Roots of Empathy has strived to build
caring, peaceful and civil societies through the development of
empathy in children and adults. The goals of Roots of Empathy
are to foster the development of empathy; develop emotional
literacy; reduce levels of bullying, aggression and violence;
promote children’s pro-social behaviours; increase knowledge
of human development, learning and infant safety; and prepare
students for responsible citizenship and responsive parenting.

Since 1974, Sunshine Coast Community Services Society
(SCCSS) has provided services for individuals and families along
the Sunshine Coast (British Columbia). Programs are focused
around child and family counselling; child development and
youth services; community action and engagement; domestic
violence; and housing. 
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