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Introduction

The parental role is one of the most demanding life roles that can be very fulfilling and
simultaneously very challenging and stressful. Parenting today is marked by numerous
social changes, so parents are faced with different expectations, pressures and demands
in fulfilling their role compared to the parents of previous generations. The dynamics of
the modern family, the expectations and aspirations of parents today, facing the
challenges of the pandemic, rapid technological development and the availability of
various information on parenting are only some factors that can shape the subjective
experience of parenting. There is little research in Croatia focusing primarily on
parents, particularly qualitative research dealing with the subjective experiences and
concerns of parents of children of different ages. The paper will show the results of the
qualitative research, where parenting is considered as dynamic process that has its
developmental stages depending on the child's age.

The research aimed to capture parents' personal experiences and challenges of children
of different ages, early and late childhood, adolescence and already "adult" children.
The research questions addressed to parents were divided into three thematic areas:

▪ Perception of personal changes in the parental role – Which personal changes did
you notice when you became parents? How did parenting change and influence you
on a personal level?

▪ Sources of satisfaction in the parental role – What are the benefits of parenting
according to you? What are the major sources of satisfaction in your parental role?

▪ Sources of concern in the parental role – What are the major sources of concern or
stress in your parental role?

Methodology

Participants and procedure

The study is part of the ongoing institutional research project of the University of
Zadar: "Parenting Today: Experiences and Challenges"*. Parents of children of different
ages participated in the qualitative research which was conducted using the focus
groups technique. The choice of parents was based on their volunteering and
motivation for participation in the research. A convenience sample of parents was
chosen according to the criteria of the research topic, and the prerequisite was the
homogeneity of parents in relation to the child’s stage of development in each focus
group. Participants in 16 focus groups were parents from Split, Zadar, Varaždin,
Benkovac and Biograd, in total 103 parents (90 mothers and 13 fathers). There were five
parental focus groups for preschool aged children (N = 36; 33 mothers), four groups for
elementary school aged children (N = 22; 18 mothers), four groups for early adolescents (N
= 25; 19 mothers), and three groups for adult children (N = 20, all mothers). In the
sample there is a considerably larger number of mothers (87%) than fathers, and the
average age of parents was 41 (M = 41,29, SD = 6,36). Most participants in the research
have finished higher education (66%). While conducting the research, ethical principles
of privacy and confidentiality were respected, as well as the principle of informed
consent for participation and interview recording.

Data analysis

All focus group were audio-taped with the consent of the participants. In the analysis,
we followed the six-phase guide proposed by Braun and Clarke (2006). The three
members of the research team independently generated initial codes in the data.
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Themes: Sources of satisfaction in the parental role
Subthemes (coding 
categories):

Examples of answers

Positive emotions
• Then when (s)he tells you out of the blue that (s)he loves you or 

something like "come back soon"…

• So, we aren't alone, we have each other, we have joy and happiness…

Source of motivation 
and strength/personal 
growth and 
development

• Well, I think that we learn from each other, not only them from us.

• They know you for real, at bad times or when you are actually in a 
bad mood, then they know how to cheer you up with some little 
things, with their look, touch, actually their presence, they can 
really make you so happy, fulfill your heart so much that nothing in 
the world can be like that and nothing can replace it.

Pride in children's 
success

• Joy and pride in your child's success, development and recognition 
by the environment…

• Their every success is ours indeed, our triple success in terms of 
satisfaction…

Themes: Perception of personal changes in the parental role
Subthemes (coding 
categories):

Examples of answers

Change of priorities • This means, you start living for your children, not for yourself, not 
for something else, but for them.

• In fact, I don't have myself any longer, I have them now. So, I have 
changed 100%, the universe is turning around them, we are focused 
on them in a good way…

Change of personality • Well, I might be a bit calmer, I have more patience than I used to 
have. I might have reduced my expectations from both myself and 
others.

• I think that children make us better, less selfish, and they bring 
about a change, you just move away the focus from yourself, and you 
shift that focus to human beings who are totally dependent on you at 
the beginning…

Increased fear and 
concern

• Now when I have children, I am always afraid of something, always 
concerned about something. I didn't use to be concerned, I was 
totally more relaxed, and I used to think positively, and now you are 
always somehow worried, that's exactly some kind of worry. I didn't 
use to worry about so many things…  

Higher level of 
responsibility

• …suddenly you are responsible for someone and you mean the world 
to them, and I think you get kind of strength which motivates you 
that even when you feel that you can't do it, you must, you are not 
allowed to think that you can't!...

• Responsibility for which I think you mustn't say it’s a burden in fact, 
because it is a burden in reality, which means that you have to put up 
with it if you want to be a parent who will meet all the child's needs…

Themes: Sources of concern in the parental role
Subthemes (coding 
categories):

Examples of answers

Rethinking parenting 
goals

• Will I bring up my child well?...In fact, I am mostly worried about 
messing something up along the way?

• …It is tough when I don't approve of her decisions… 

Concern about the 
child's health and future

• I think that a major parental concern, which is common to us all, is 
whether they will become fully developed people at some point when 
they grow up 

• In fact, my biggest concern is that they won't have resilience for 
everything that they will be confronted with in life. Because exactly 
from the point of view that everything is easy, that everything is 
available, that you can do everything, and then every problem looks 
like a catastrophe…

• Who will he meet in life, will he be happy, will he realize himself in 
his life, will he use his potentials?

Concern about the 
influence of society

• My sources of stress are what the society around them is like, which 
influences they will be exposed to when I am not around…

• … And (s)he doesn't think about what (s)he would like to do, but what 
the majority will do…

• Because sometimes that influence of society is still stronger, no 
matter how hard we are trying…

Challenges of modern 
technology

• …Now they have those smartphones. They just spend time, would like 
to spend time on their phones. That's not an advantage but a 
disadvantage. Because you cannot make that child go out, because R. 
has a phone-he's on his phone. …  

• The problem is "screenitis", "smartphone addiction", you cannot 
hear them, they have earplugs in their ears all the time, each of them 
is isolated,

• And books are not interesting at all in relation to those computer 
games, and that bothers me so, so terribly…

Table 1. Themes and subthemes obtained by the thematic analysis of the answers 
to the question about personal changes in the parental role due to parents’ 

experience 

Table 2. Themes and subthemes obtained by the thematic analysis of the answers 
to the question about sources of satisfaction in the parental role 

Table 3. Themes and subthemes obtained by the thematic analysis of the answers 
to the question about sources of concern in the parental role 

Results

In presenting the research results, specific themes of parents of children of different
ages will be considered in detail, along with the categorization of their personal
experiences and challenges. The following tables show the identified major themes
and subthemes obtained by the thematic analysis of the answers to individual
questions and examples of parents' answers.
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