
The Lifestart SMILE BABY Programme 

The Lifestart SMILE BABY Programme, funded in Northern Ireland by the RTE Toy Show, focuses on 

the impact of the Covid-19 pandemic and the associated lockdowns and restrictions on parents and 

young children. The changes to home, family, working and social lives all have had profound effects 

on families, on parent/child relationships, on child opportunities for development and learning, on 

the home learning environment, on physical activity and social interaction in and outside the home 

and consequently on the physical, intellectual, emotional and social development of children.  

The SMILE BABY Programme has been designed to support parents/carers and children as society 

moves towards post pandemic conditions.  It offers parents/carers a safe space, a safe environment 

that allows them to re-establish social and emotional connections with their children and make 

connections with other adults and children and it provides children with important opportunities to 

emotionally connect with each other at this crucial developmental phase in their lives. A space 

where the most basic form of social and emotional communication can be experienced, that of the 

smiling face. The programme has been designed to enable parents/carers to explore in a structured 

dialogue with other parents/carers and Lifestart facilitators, the effects of the pandemic on home 

and family life, on their relationships with their children, the kind of parenting and child 

development issues that have arisen and the possible consequences for child development and how 

they, as parents/carers, can best provide their children with the loving, caring, nurturing 

developmental support they need.  

The programme is comprised of four two-hour sessions normally held over four weeks. It is 

structured like a facilitated parent and toddler group involving discussions on child development 

concepts and themes, interspersed with parent/child play activities designed to enable and support 

parent/child interactions essential to child development and learning and with demonstrations on 

baby massage to deepen parent/child bonding and attachment, which lays the foundation of child 

development across all developmental domains.  Groups are comprised of 6 – 8 parents/carers and 

one Facilitator and one Child Support Worker.  

The topics covered include: attachment and bonding, language and communication, child social and 

emotional development, understanding and managing child behaviour, child identity-formation, self-

esteem and empathy, the important links between family, community and the wider society and 

learning through play. Lunch is provided to allow for the social and emotional connection of group 

participants.  8 programmes are being run in each county of Northern Ireland with 48 programmes 

offered in total.  Up to 384 families will benefit from participating in Lifestart’s SMILE BABY 

programme, around 700 parents and children.  



Funds from the RTE Toy Show enable the Lifestart Foundation to pay a panel of Programme 

Facilitators to deliver the programme and to meet the costs of venue hire, lunches and programme 

resources. Organisations hosting a Smile Baby Programme in their own setting will therefore be able 

to claim for venue hire and lunches and, if appropriate, Child Support Worker costs.  

Organisations interested in offering a Smile Baby Programme should contact Dr Pauline 

McClenaghan pauline@lifestartfoundation.org 0791251709 
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