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THE CORE COMPETENCIES OF PARENT 
SUPPORT PROVIDERS 

The Parent Support Provider field is quickly evolving and becoming more complex and sophisticated. With the 
pending emergence of national certification from the National Federation of Families for Children’s Mental Health, 
the current standard of practice has been translated into the following summary of core competencies. The purpose 
of this brief is to provide a description of the minimal competencies as understood at this point in the evolution of 
Parent Support Providers and their work. 
 
IDENTIFYING THE CORE COMPETENCIES 
The core competencies described in this brief were 
derived from job descriptions of individuals currently 
working in the United States providing parent-to-
parent support and advocacy for the families who 
have a child or youth with emotional, behavioral (in-
cluding substance use) and mental health challenges.  
Collection and analysis of these job descriptions be-
gan in 2007 and were brought current as of Novem-
ber 2010.  
 
Additional competencies may be desirable for Parent 
Support Providers in specific settings, such as when 
Parent Support Providers are imbedded in schools, 
child welfare, juvenile justice, residential treatment 
or health clinics.  They are not listed in this briefing. 
In addition, one can expect that these competencies 
will be more clearly delineated, as the standardized 
testing and national certification is fully imple-
mented.  
 
THE SERVICES OF PARENT SUPPORT  
PROVIDERS 
Parent Support Providers do not provide clinical ser-
vices.  The unique peer to peer support they provide 
is predicated on their lived experience raising a child 
or youth with emotional, behavioral (including sub-
stance use) and mental health challenges.   

 
Each Parent Support Provide should be well versed in 
the community, continuum of care and the social con-
texts affecting wellness as well as the prevention and 
treatment of children’s mental health.  The applica-
tion of specific skills and knowledge will likely vary 
across settings and needs of family members. 

It is becoming increasingly clear, however, that each 
Parent Support Provider’s effectiveness is dependent 
upon his or her ability to champion the importance of 
self-determination in a family-driven and youth-
guided model of services. 
 
THE TEN COMPETENCIES 
Built upon the lived experience of parenting a child 
with emotional, mental or behavioral disturbance, the 
foundation of this work is being able to articulate the 
lessons learned from parenting and cross walk them 
with the following ten domains of competence: 
  
1. Ethics 
2. Confidentiality 
3. Effecting change 
4. Currency on children’s behavioral  health  treat-

ment and prevention information 
5. Information about the Individuals with Disabili-

ties Education Act (IDEA) 
6. Communication 
7. Parenting for resiliency 
8. Advocacy in and across systems 
9. Empowerment  
10. Wellness and natural supports 
 
LEVELS OF PROFICIENCY 
Currently, there is a high degree of variation in profi-
ciency levels among Parent Support Providers in var-
ious locations, settings, and programs. Movement to 
standardize these with national certification from the 
National Federation of Families will serve to increa-
singly protect consumers and provide a higher level 
of accountability to purchasers of these services.  
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It should not be expected that every Parent Support 
Provider will be totally proficient in each competen-
cy.  Some competencies require an awareness of the 
information and knowledge how to review and utilize 
the information while some competencies require 
mastery without review.  Those specific levels of 
proficiency will be determined as part of the standar-
dization of national certification. 
 
DOMAIN 1 - ETHICS 
This requirement includes the basis for the Code of 
Ethics prescribed to Parent Support Providers.  In this 
domain, there are three broad areas of knowledge: 
compliance with laws and regulations, duty to per-
sons served and duties to the profession.  The follow-
ing are the competencies attributable to this domain: 
 
1. Understands the Code of Ethics and conse-

quences for its violation. 
2. Knowledgeable of and complies with federal, 

state and local laws and regulations. 
3. Aware of domestic violence  laws and regula-

tions (including abuse/neglect indicators and re-
porting, child protection, adult protection, Indian 
Child Welfare Act, restraining orders, and custo-
dy determination), Health Insurance Portability 
and Accountability Act of 19961(HIPAA), Indi-
viduals with Disabilities Education Act of 2004 
2(IDEA), Confidentiality of Alcohol and Drug 
Abuse Patient Records3 (42 CFR –Part 2), 
Americans with Disabilities Act, Social Security 
Administration  benefits, involuntary commit-
ment proceedings, juvenile justice proceeding, 
and basic concepts of criminal prosecution and 
defense 

4. Understands the duty to do no harm and how to 
include the parent in complying with all laws and 
regulation regarding protection of children, vul-
nerable adults and duty to warn/protect a person 
from imminent harm 

5. Understands and practices fundamental of cul-
tural and linguistic competency by treating all 
persons with respect, dignity and self determina-
tion.  

                                                                 
                                                                

1 PL 104‐191, 45 CFR. §§ 160‐164.530), 
2 PL 108‐446, 30 CFR. § 104 and §300 
3 42 CFR §2 

Willingness to appreciate the values and life ex-
periences of individuals and recognition of one’s 
own biases and prejudices toward other cultures 
and lifestyles. 

6. Proficient in using peer to peer principles (fami-
ly-driven, youth-guided, consumer driven) 

7. Knowledgeable about current and accurate trends 
and issues in the field of children’s mental health 
and adjust practice to reflect advances in the 
field 

8. Proficient in the use of principles of non-
exploitation of family members and colleagues 
for perceived personal or professional gain  

9. Understands personal and professional limita-
tions based on own knowledge, skill or expe-
rience 

10. Knowledgeable of the range of supervisory op-
tions to process personal feelings and concerns  

11. Proficient in peer and self-evaluations of profes-
sional performance applying ethical, legal, and 
professional standards to enhance self-awareness 
and performance. 

12. Proficient as a certificant to promote the field, 
pay dues, abide by the standards of practice of 
the National Federation of Families for Child-
ren’s Mental Health Certification Board, and 
utilize the CPSP®4 trademark appropriately 

 
DOMAIN 2 - CONFIDENTIALITY 
Trust between the family members and the Parent 
Support Provider is built on the foundation that the 
family member maintains control of all shared infor-
mation.  The following are the competencies attribut-
able to this domain: 

 
1. Aware of the content of confidentiality regula-

tions and laws and can help the family member 
understand their confidentiality rights and re-
sponsibilities and possible exceptions as it ap-
plies under HIPAA, IDEA, 42CFR-Part 2, Indian 
Child Welfare Act of 1978 5 (ICWA) and state 
child protection, domestic violence statutes and 

 
4 The designation for a holder of the National Feder‐
ation of Families for Children’s Mental Health certifi‐
cate: Certified Parent Support Provider. 
5 PL 95‐608,  25 U.S.C. §§ 1901‐1963 
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regulations, juvenile justice and in criminal cas-
es, 

a. The purpose of interagency protocols, 
such as Memorandum of Agree-
ment/Understanding, Contracts or 
Agreements between Business Asso-
ciates, Release of Information 

b. Conflict of interest in legal representa-
tion, counseling and advocacy. 

c. Release of Information and waivers of 
confidentiality 

d. Relationship between laws of the Unit-
ed States, tribal law or treaties and for-
eign laws or treaties 

2. Understands the decision-making process and 
completion of forms related to confidentiality  

3. Understands the development of forming part-
nerships involving family members and child 
protection or other safety related agencies in or-
der to conform with reporting report require-
ments and response to potential danger or harm 

4. Proficient in the principles of not re-releasing 
information acquired in the course of the peer to 
peer relationship 

 
DOMAIN 3 - EFFECTING CHANGE 
Parent Support Providers are tasked with helping 
family members engage with formal services and 
informal supports.  Often, they are called after a crisis 
or when the family has been unsuccessful in finding 
effective services.  The Parent Support Provider must 
help the family act on strengths, use barriers or set-
backs to increase resiliency, and establish routines to 
maintain wellness.  The following are the competen-
cies attributable to this domain: 

 
1. Proficient in supporting, teaching, coaching and 

mentoring parents in identifying and articulating 
their needs and goals  

2. Understands motivational interviewing and the 
stages of change model 

3. Understands the  adult decision-making process 
and behavior change by being able to 

a. Establish stable, supportive relationship 
with family members 

b. Listen to and validate each family 
members’ feelings and values 

c. Serve as a role model and appropriately 
share lived-experience as a family 
member 

d. Assist   family members to assess their 
own strengths, weaknesses, barriers and 
opportunities   

e. Use conflict and discrepancy for deci-
sion-making 

f. Support opportunities for self-efficacy 
g. Provide necessary support by maintain-

ing appropriate on-going contact  
4. Knowledgeable in teaching and coaching  family 

members to identify and practice self-care beha-
viors, including but not limited to Wellness Re-
covery Action Plan and relapse prevention plan-
ning 

5. Knowledgeable about the grief process 
6. Knowledgeable in assisting the family member 

to find and use psycho-educational material 
7. Knowledgeable about the principles of individu-

al choices and self-determination 
 
DOMAIN 4 - INFORMATION ABOUT  
BEHAVIORAL HEALTH PREVENTION AND 

TREATMENT 
Even though Parent Support Providers provide peer-
to-peer services, they still need to have enough in-
formation about clinical services to assist family 
members in understanding their child’s or youth’s 
needs and services.  They need to be sufficiently 
conversant in the behavioral health language and 
concepts to assist the parent in navigating the conti-
nuum of services and interacting with the many pro-
fessionals in health, social services and educational 
agencies.  The following are the competencies attri-
butable to this domain: 

 
1. Knowledgeable about the type of treatment that 

is effective for specific children’s diagnoses, e.g. 
Evidence Based Practices, Practice Based Evi-
dence, best and emerging practices  
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2. Proficient in finding and summarizing research 
and published literature related to children’s 
mental health, including as it relates to substance 
use, children with special needs and physical 
health  

3. Aware of the multi-axis diagnoses and assess-
ments of children, including appropriate use of 
assessment tools and protocol   

4. Aware of the use of medication for particular 
diagnoses of children 

5. Knowledgeable in identifying common res-
ponses and reactions to a child’s diagnosis by a 
parent or the youth 

6. Understands how to assist a parent or youth ad-
dress controversial information related to diag-
nosis or treatment, including the use of medica-
tion and treatment planning 

7. Knowledgeable about trauma informed care and 
trauma informed services 

8. Understands the use of peer services as differen-
tiated from clinical services 

9. Aware of data collection, documentation and 
measuring outcomes in mental health and educa-
tional services 

10. Aware of payment and reimbursement policies 
and mechanisms for children’s mental health 
services 

 
DOMAIN 5 - INFORMATION ABOUT  
SPECIAL EDUCATION 
A child or youth’s predominant social and cognitive 
focus is school. This is the most likely environment 
where they meet their peers and are challenged to 
expand their intellectual and vocational curiosity.  
Completing secondary school is a major contributor 
to succeeding later in life.  Many students will benefit 
from some aspect of special education programming.  
Parent Support Providers are likely to need to prepare 
parents in becoming more aware of the opportunities 
and issues raised by special education regulations, 
school social environment, alternative education me-
chanisms and post-secondary education.  Parent Sup-
port Providers are also likely to be the bridge to 
school personnel who may need more familiarity 
with the student’s needs and the interplay between 
behavioral health issues and educational success.  
The following are the competencies attributable to 
this domain:  

1. Aware of timelines, procedures and regulations 
related to Individual Education Plans, §504 plans 
and §1400 (c)(14) and (d) Transition plans 

2. Knowledgeable about resources for parents  
3. Knowledgeable about communicating written 

goals and outcomes 
4. Aware of procedural safeguards and enforceable 

regulations 
5. Aware of mediation 
6. Understands effective meeting skills for parents 

and youth  
7. Aware of bullying and stigma associated with 

emotional, mental or behavioral challenges 
 
DOMAIN 6 - COMMUNICATION 
Parent Support Providers must be proficient in win-
win communication.  Their major tasks center on 
either communicating information to parents or help-
ing parents communicate with other parents, children, 
teachers, administrators or health professionals. They 
act as translators between parents and professionals 
until parents have enough practice to interpret and 
communicate for themselves in planning and evalua-
tion meetings about their own child and in general 
children’s mental health policy meetings.  Related to 
other domains, they also use verbal and non-verbal 
communication to benefit from supervision and 
teach, coach and empower parents and other family 
members.  The following are the competencies attri-
butable to this domain: 
 
1. Knowledgeable about cultural and linguistic di-

versity, including but not limited to race, gender, 
age, ethnicity, faith and religion, sexual prefe-
rence and marital status, economic and social 
class, language, geographic isolation, and disa-
bility 

2. Understands the holistic view of family mem-
bers’ biological, psychological, social, and spiri-
tual needs and resources. 

3. Understands the value of fostering cooperation 
among family members and individuals involved 
in their lives  

4. Understand effective information gathering and 
questioning techniques  

5. Aware of effective formal and informal instruc-
tional/teaching skills for adult learners 

6. Proficient with active listening skills 
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7. Proficient in effective interpersonal communica-
tion skills, including assertive communication 

8. Understands practical problem-solving skills 
9. Understands informed and shared decision mak-

ing 
10. Understands win-win conflict resolution skills 
11.  Understands how to translate and communicate 

emotive language  
12. Aware of access and use distance communica-

tion technology 
13. Knowledgeable about support group facilitation 
14. Knowledgeable of public speaking skills 
15. Aware of the need and process of data collection 

as related to peer support 
 
DOMAIN 7 - PARENTING FOR RESILIENCY 
The primary goal for Parent Support Providers in 
assisting parents is to ensure that parents continue to 
have hope and effectively use family and community 
support and skills in parenting children to become 
empowered and effective adults. 
 
1. Knowledgeable about assisting families to iden-

tify and articulate their own culture, family and 
individual values and how to imbed these into 
their life planning  

2. Understands parenting skills that encourage the 
child to make positive decisions 

3. Understands physical, cognitive and emotional 
development of children and youth 

4. Understands the role and effect on mental health 
of substance use, violence and cognitive disabili-
ties 

5. Knowledgeable about parental use of control, 
choices and consequences 

6. Understands parent-child shared decision-
making 

7. Knowledgeable about crisis planning and inter-
vention  

8. Understands life skills for the transition of youth 
to adulthood  

 
DOMAIN 8 - ADVOCACY IN AND ACROSS 

SYSTEMS 
In order for children to receive the services they 
need, often parents must coordinate multiple pro-
grams and agencies. Parent Support Providers assist 

parents by teaching them how to navigate through the 
programs that may not be clearly identifiable, may 
not coordinate with other funding sources or may not 
be attuned to that particular family’s needs.  Advoca-
cy is geared to coaching the parent and family mem-
bers so that all participants are viewed as equals with 
professionals, coordination exists across various pro-
grams, and funding sources are improved for that 
family and other families that will follow. The fol-
lowing are the competencies attributable to this do-
main: 
 
1. Proficient in People-first and strength-based lan-

guage and approach 
2. Understands the mission and tasks of service 

systems for children  
3. Understands the mission and tasks of services 

systems for youth-in-transition 
4. Knowledgeable about federal, state and local 

agency services and able to assist family mem-
bers in identifying and accessing services, sup-
ports and resources in accordance with their plan 

5. Knowledge about funding streams and applica-
tion process of services 

6. Knowledgeable of local family-driven and 
youth-guided and consumer-directed  resiliency 
and recovery services 

7. Aware of role of others in children’s services, 
including but not limited to case managers, care 
coordinators, wrap-around team facilitators, cli-
nician, physicians, government social workers, 
government program managers, quality assur-
ance personnel, etc 

8. Proficient in advocacy for the individual and 
assisting the family acquiring knowledge about 
asserting their rights and responsibilities  

9. Knowledgeable about fostering cooperation be-
tween family members and resources, services, 
supports and agencies 

10. Knowledgeable in the use of mediation tech-
niques 

11. Aware of the grievance and appeals process for 
denial or misapplication of services 

12. Knowledgeable about organizational behavior 
and decision-making 

13. Awareness of Robert’s Rules of Order and pub-
lic policy meeting protocol 

14. Aware of system-level advocacy techniques 
15. Knowledgeable about effective social and pro-

fessional networking  
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DOMAIN 9 - EMPOWERMENT 
The role of the Parent Support Provider is to build 
sufficient emotional and physical support around the 
parent so that he or she can and will sustain their pos-
itive parenting role.  Additionally, the Parent Support 
Provider may assist parents to help other parents or 
assist professionals to effect change in how services 
to children are planned, delivered or evaluated.  The 
following are the competencies attributable to this 
domain: 
 
1. Understands how to be an informed consumer by 

encouraging parents to learn about resiliency and 
mental health recovery. 

2. Understands the implementation of the use of 
consumer-driven, family-driven and youth-
guided approach in behavioral health services 

3. Understands promotion of self-determina-tion 
and coaching for independent living skills 

4. Knowledgeable about parenting skills, self-
assessment and goal setting  

5. Proficient at recognizing stigma, common su-
perstitions and myths regarding mental health 

6. Understands interventions to prevent or over-
come stigma about mental health  in society 

7. Knowledgeable about bridge building and group 
leadership 

8. Knowledgeable about leadership development  
 
DOMAIN 10 – WELLNESS AND NATURAL 

SUPPORTS 
Children’s mental health is built on pillars of self-
care or self-management, positive adaption skills and 
nurturance.  Parent Support Providers assist parents 
in acquiring and practicing the skills necessary for 
parenting children, adolescents and young adults to 
learn coping skills, gain competencies, and increase 
their resistance to stress. Parent Support Providers 
also need to ensure that parents and family members 
are engaged with their family and community of 
choice, in addition to or as an alternative to formal 
services.  The following are the competencies attri-
butable to this domain: 
 
1. Understands crisis prevention and management 

for children and adults 
2. Understands self care and wellness planning 

3. Knowledgeable in using spirituality and 
strengths of culture and beliefs 

4. Understands assisting parents to identify family 
and community strengths 

5. Knowledgeable about community organization 
techniques 

6. Proficient in assisting family members to identi-
fy and build informal family and community 
supports 

 
PARENT SUPPORT PROVIDER TRAINING 
The standards for training of Peer Support Providers 
are still being developed; however, training of Parent 
Support Providers is intended to be primarily done by 
family-run organizations or networks.  The training 
should offer 

 
1. Up-to-date information, research and practice 

about each competency in every domain 
2. Practice and group feedback on application of 

interaction skills 
3. Annotated list of formal services and re-

sources/benefits applicable to the locale of the 
employer 

4. Formal group and individual supervision by a 
Certified Parent Support Provider® or Certified 
Parent Support Provider Supervisor®.  

5. Coordination with on-going clinical consultation.  
 
CERTIFICATION INFORMATION 
Requirements, application forms, and practice tests 
are available on the National Federation of Families 
for Children’s Mental Health web site or by contact-
ing the National Federation office listed below.  
While this brief represents information current at of 
November 2010, it is important that an applicant or 
other interested person should only rely on the Na-
tional Certification site for official and current infor-
mation.  


