The Potty Training Guide: Local Authority Implementation – Appendix #20

Parent Focus Group Discussion Guide Template

This discussion guide is intended to be used as a template. Please read through the questions and prompts below and make appropriate adjustments according to need.

Potty Training Focus Group Draft Discussion Guide for parents and carers of children aged 0–5 (90 mins)

Key objectives
To understand parents’ and carers’ experiences of potty training, including the challenges and barriers they face, the information and support currently available to them, and what could help families feel better informed and supported.
· How parents think about potty training and when they expect it to happen.
· What makes potty training easier or more difficult for families.
· What practical, emotional or circumstantial barriers parents experience.
· Where parents currently get advice and how useful or consistent this information is.
· Whether parents feel comfortable asking for help and what might prevent them from doing so.
· What types of information, resources and support parents would find most useful.
· When, where and from whom support would be most effective.

Moderator instructions
· Prompts are italicised 
· Questions should be explored naturally rather than necessarily asked word-for-word.
· Potty training can be a sensitive topic. Maintain a supportive, non-judgemental tone throughout and emphasise that there are no right or wrong answers.
· Avoid implying that difficulties with potty training are caused by poor parenting.
· If SEND, developmental needs or a medically diagnosed bladder or bowel condition are raised, acknowledge these experiences sensitively. Do not assume that all children will follow the same potty-training pathway.
· Where respondents have more than one child, ask them to focus primarily on the child whose potty-training experience is most recent, while allowing comparisons with siblings where useful.

Introduction 
Objective: to introduce individuals and warm-up participants (10 mins)

Hi everyone, welcome and thanks for coming along today. My name is _________, and this is my colleague _________.

We’re speaking to you today because we’re interested in parents’ and carers’ experiences of potty training. We want to understand what it is really like for families, what can make it straightforward or challenging, where people currently turn for information and support, and what could make things easier.

It is an informal session. I am here to hear your thoughts and opinions, so please be as open and honest as possible. There are no “right” or “wrong” answers. Everyone’s experience will be different, and that is exactly what we are interested in.

Everything you say will remain anonymous, and neither yours nor your child’s name will be used in the research.
A few bits of housekeeping before we begin:
· We should be here for about an hour and a half and will aim to finish around ______.
· Please allow other people to finish speaking and respect opinions that may differ from your own.
· You are welcome to take a short break at any point if you need to.
· We would also like to record the conversation for note-taking and analysis purposes, if everyone is happy for us to do so.

[Start recording]

To begin with, it would be great if we could go round and introduce ourselves by sharing:
· Your first name and the area where you live.
· How many children you have and their ages.
· The age of the child whose potty-training experience you are mainly thinking about today.
· Whether they are at home, with a childminder, nursery/pre-school or school.

Thank you. Any children’s names mentioned today will be removed or changed in the transcripts.

Experiences and expectations of potty training
Objective: to understand parents’ starting points, expectations and experiences (15 min)

Today we are going to be talking about potty training in quite a lot of detail. Before we get into specific experiences, I’d like to understand what potty training means to you.

Q1. When you hear the words “potty training”, what first comes to mind?
· What words or feelings would you associate with it?
· Does it feel like a straightforward stage of parenting, a difficult one, or somewhere in between? Why?

Q2. Before you started thinking about potty training your own child, at what age did you expect children would normally come out of nappies?
· Where did that expectation come from?
· Did you have a clear idea, or was it something you had never really thought about?
· Did your expectations change once you actually started potty training?

Q3. How did you decide when it was time to start potty training?
· Were there particular signs you were looking for?
· Did anyone advise you that it was time to start?
· Did nursery, a childminder, health visitor or anybody else play a role?
· Did you actively make a decision to start, or did it happen more gradually?

Q4. Thinking about your own experience, how easy or difficult has potty training been?
· What has gone particularly well?
· What has been more difficult than you expected?
· Has the experience been different with different children? Why?

Challenges and barriers
Objective:  to explore practical and emotional barriers to successful potty training (20 min)

I’d now like to explore in more detail some of the things that can make potty training difficult for families.
Q5. What would you say have been the biggest challenges when potty training your child?
Moderator to capture spontaneous responses before prompting.
· Knowing when or how to start.
· Knowing what approach to use.
· Your child not appearing interested or ready.
· Accidents or setbacks.
· Fear or anxiety about using the potty/toilet.
· Bowel movements being particularly difficult.
· Knowing what to do when an approach is not working.
· Being consistent between home, nursery, childminders or other carers.
· Having enough time to focus on potty training.
· Work patterns or childcare arrangements.
· Other children or caring responsibilities.
· Going out of the house or travelling while potty training.

Q6. Are there any parts of family life that make potty training harder than it might otherwise be?
· What tends to get in the way?
· Is it difficult to find a period when you can be consistent?
· Are there financial or practical considerations?
· Does your home or access to washing/toilet facilities ever make a difference?

Q7. How do accidents or setbacks make you feel as a parent?
· How do you think they make your child feel?
· What do you normally do when they happen?
· Do you feel confident about how to respond?
· Have there been points where you have stopped potty training and tried again later? What led to that?

Q8. How easy or difficult is it to keep the same approach when your child is being looked after by other people?
· For example nursery, pre-school, a childminder, grandparents or another parent/carer.
· Do you generally receive the same advice from everyone?
· Have you ever had different expectations or approaches suggested to you?
· What effect does that have?

Q9. Do you think there are things that might stop some parents from seeking help with potty training?
· For example embarrassment, feeling judged, not knowing where to go, thinking they should be able to manage it themselves, or worrying about what someone might say.
· Does potty training ever feel like a topic parents are reluctant to talk openly about?
· What would make it easier to ask for help?

Information and advice
Objective: to understand what information parents receive, who they trust and where gaps exist (15 min)

We’re now going to think about the information and advice available to parents.

Q10. Before or during potty training, did anyone proactively talk to you about it?
· Who?
· At what stage or age was your child?
· What did they tell you?
· Was the conversation useful? Why or why not?

Q11. Where have you looked for information or advice about potty training?
Moderator to capture spontaneous responses before prompting.
· If needed: health visitor, nursery/pre-school, childminder, family hub, GP or health professional, friends/family, other parents, books, websites, Google, social media, online parenting communities.

Q12. Which sources do you trust most? Why?
· Are there sources you would be less likely to trust?
· How do you decide whether advice online is reliable?

Q13. Overall, do you think parents currently receive enough information about potty training?
· Is it the right information?
· Is anything important missing?
· Is advice consistent, or do parents hear different messages from different places?
· What would you have liked to know before you started?

Q14. When do you think parents should first receive information about potty training?
· Would you want information before you thought you needed it, or only when you were ready to start?
· Is there a particular age or contact point where it would make sense?
· Who would be best placed to introduce the topic?

What support would help?
Objective: to discuss the types, formats and delivery routes parents would value (20 min)

I’d now like you to imagine that we could design the ideal support for parents around potty training.

Q15. Without worrying about what is currently available, what would make potty training easier for parents like you?
Moderator to capture spontaneous ideas before prompting with possible formats.

Q16. What type of support would you personally find most helpful?
Explore reactions to each where useful:
· Clear step-by-step written guidance.
· Short videos showing what to do.
· A workshop or group session for parents.
· An opportunity to speak one-to-one with a practitioner.
· Advice from nursery or another early years setting.
· Online information or a website.
· A telephone or messaging service.
· A reward chart or other practical tools.
· Advice from or discussion with other parents.
· Information available in different languages or audio formats.

For each:
· What would be useful about this?
· What might put you off?
· Would you actually use it?
· How could it be improved?

Q17. Thinking specifically about workshops or group sessions, what would make you more or less likely to attend one?
· Location?
· Time of day?
· Length?
· Online versus face-to-face?
· Being able to bring your child?
· Knowing who was running the session?
· What it was called or how it was advertised?
· Would you prefer a group or one-to-one support? Why?

Q18. Who would you most want potty-training advice or support to come from?
· Health visitors or other health professionals?
· Nursery/pre-school practitioners?
· Family hubs?
· Schools?
· GPs/pharmacies?
· A national organisation or charity?
· Someone else?

Q19. Where would information need to appear for you to actually notice it?
· Printed information sent to your home?
· Nursery or childcare setting?
· Family hubs, libraries, GP surgeries or pharmacies?
· Social media?
· Google/search engines?
· Parenting websites or local parenting groups?
· Directly from a professional?

Q20. Imagine a parent who is finding potty training very difficult and feels that nothing is working. What would the ideal journey of support look like for them?
· What should happen first?
· At what point should more individual support become available?
· How easy should it be to access?
· Who should coordinate that support?

Communication and messaging
Objective: to understand how potty-training support should be communicated without blame or stigma (5 min)

Q21. How should organisations talk to parents about potty training so that it feels supportive rather than judgemental?
· Are there particular words or phrases you would avoid?
· What tone would make you more likely to pay attention?
· Should messaging be direct about expectations, or could that make parents feel judged?
Q22. What would make you feel that information or support was genuinely designed for families like yours?
· Does representation matter?
· Language or reading level?
· Different family circumstances?
· SEND or additional needs?
· Availability offline as well as online?

Closing Remarks
Objective: to identify the most important learning from the discussion (5 min)

Thank you for everything you have shared today. Your experiences are really valuable in helping us understand what families actually need rather than making assumptions about what support should look like.

Q23. Thinking about everything we have discussed, what is the single biggest thing that would make potty training easier for parents?

Q24. Is there anything you wish somebody had told you about potty training earlier?


Q25. And finally, if you could give one message to the people designing potty-training information and services for parents, what would it be?

[Thank you and close]
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