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The Issue 
 
Engaging and supporting pregnant parents is a very practical policy that takes us in the 
direction of ending intergenerational despair. It is the right thing to do and also gives us high 
rates of return on public spend. 
 
 By investing in early years we have a route to ending or at least reducing a series of 
intractable problems: the long tail of school failure; health inequalities; alcohol and drug 
abuse; violence in our community and so many people being excluded from work. New 
health and neuro-science research shows the theoretical basis for early intervention. 
Economically we know that there is market failure and that the best or one of the best rates 
of return for public investment is in early years and parenting. This is about real people and 
real lives. We do not have to live with a long line of failed lives. 
 
In Westminster and Scotland we have grown used to a welfare state that invests at the point 
of impact, where the problem breaks out and we then try as best as we can to contain the 
damage. For example between a Friday afternoon and Sunday morning there is more violent 
crime in Glasgow per head of the population than in any other European city. To cope with 
this Glasgow has the largest provision per head of the population of accident and emergency 
services. A similar pattern exists in other social categories. This rush to the point of impact, 
as opposed to systemically working out the cause of the problem and investing there, ought 
to be questioned. 
 
To-day public expenditure is being cut and it will likely stay at a depressed level for the best 
part of 10 years. These circumstances lend themselves to considering where do we get the 
best return for public investment – not just where is it easiest to cut? In the rush to take 
money out of the system what sense of direction do we want for our forward march? 
 
 
The Evidence 
 
Let me start with a personal story that I hinted at when proving evidence and being part of a 
panel during your recent, “Inquiry into the efficient delivery of public services”.  I started a 
company called Heatwise Glasgow.  Our aim was to insulate homes and at the same time 
give employment to adult long term unemployed people and in turn get them a job in the 
mainstream job market. I did this for 18 years. The company grew into the Wise Group and 
operated in several parts of Scotland and England we got about 2000 people into work a 
year. It was and is a leading social economy company. Our reputation grew and we were 
frequently called upon to explain our philosophy, funding and ways of operating: most notably 
we played a part in the establishment of the New Deal. 



 
Typically we got 6 out of 10 of our long-term unemployed recruits into work. It was very hard 
to get beyond this score. Perhaps we could have been better at what we did. But there was a 
reality that was hard to escape a very large slice of those who did not get a job were close to 
being unemployable, when they did turn up they would spend the day staring into space. I 
am not blaming the individuals but commenting on how far they were from possessing the 
characteristics that an employer would rightly expect – from punctuality to attitude to clothing 
and speech. A retro-fitting of soft skills onto adults is not easy. 
 
At Scottish Enterprise I was the Senior Director for Skills and Learning responsible for 
Modern Apprenticeships, youth programmes to reduce the group of young people not in 
employment education or training (the NEET group), the creation of Career Scotland and a 
labour market research through Future Skills Scotland. 
 
While trying to meet the needs of largely young entrants into the job market and the demands 
of employers, Future Skills Scotland was conducting the largest and most systematic survey 
of Scottish public and private employers. In the diagram attached; “What Employers Want”, 
you can see the results of one very important aspect of that work. We asked employers what 
there experience was of people they had recently recruited. In general employers were 
happy with there recruits but three groups of employers were very, very unhappy: employers 
of lower skilled people, deciles 9 and 10 of the labour market (e.g. care, call centre and retail 
workers), employers of school leavers and workplaces that were growing in size. 
 
What employers told us about the people they took on was that they were not good at talking 
and listening, dealing with customers, working with one another or with their supervisor and 
poor at elementary planning (like turning up on time) and problem solving. 
 
This lack of basic or soft skills or attributes identified by employers was the single most 
revealing insight from the survey. I played this issue to the Scottish Enterprise Board and to 
the Education Department in Scotland. I also set in motion an exercise to find out how do you 
get these skills of talking and listening and working with others? To my surprise the answer 
came back that you either have these attributes before you get to school or you most likely 
do not get them at all. 
 
As someone who by this time had spent 20 odd years working with unemployed people and 
on skills issues, I found this a very difficult response to take on board. Over time I began to 
realise that this was right – from my own observation and from reading different research 
findings. When I left Scottish Enterprise the challenge presented by this understanding of the 
need to get skills and attributes right first time, remained unresolved. 
 
For the sake of brevity I would like to draw your attention to a number of diagrams (attached) 
that summarise a wealth of research evidence. In a major cross discipline study the 
American Academy of Science produced the diagram; “Human Brain Development-Synapse 
Formation”. It shows how critical the months of pregnancy and the first post birth months are 
to social and language development.  
 



James Heckman the Nobel Prize winning economist, who specialises in understanding long 
term data sets, sets out the rate of return to investment in children from 0 years to 21 years. 
A straight line would show that the rate of return was constant. What the figures tell him is 
that overwhelmingly the highest rate of return comes in the early years and the lowest rate of 
return comes in the later years at school and in post school education. 
 
There is a convergence in the findings from the neuro-scientists and clinicians and the work 
of Heckman. 
 
UNICEF examined internationally child well-being across 51 published statistical measures, 
the outcome is summarised in the table; “UNICEF Children Well-Being across the OECD”.  
At the top end of the table for the best performers were the Netherlands and the Nordic 
countries and at the bottom were the USA, the UK and ex-Soviet states. 
 
In the Netherlands and the Nordic countries the type of evidence available on early years is 
very different from that gathered in the USA and the UK. In the USA and the UK we have 
exercises conducted with relatively small control and programme groups. In the Netherlands 
and the Nordics programmes to improve parenting and the life chances of babies have been 
introduced universally in great sweeps right across the country. Such programmes have 
been introduced not on the back of complicated cost-benefit analysis but on the grounds that 
they are the right thing to do. A short summary; “Nordic Evidence” shows some of the gains 
produced by this early years approach. 
 
 
A forward march and taking money out of the system 
 
In both the Wise Group and Scottish Enterprise I had to take a lot of costs out of budgets. 
The steps I took, I have subsequently come to realise are those followed by other senior 
managers: just stop doing certain things; organise your processes to get it right first time; find 
ways to be more efficient and automate; get customers and suppliers to do more and most 
importantly of all identify your forward march. Let me explain, a lot of difficult decisions are 
made in reducing budgets and there is a tendency to take money out by targeting the easiest 
hits (where there will be the least resistance from customers, investors and internal 
stakeholders). However if you have the long-term interests of the company or organisation at 
heart you need to make a judgement or series of judgements on where the company or 
organisation will best survive or prosper. 
 
There are some parallels between running an organisation and governing a country. Most 
critical is balancing short term necessity and long term prospects. We commonly point the 
finger at the City for the short term recklessness that got us into financial meltdown. In the 
UK and Scottish public sector, election cycles and party positioning has not helped public 
sector decision makers to steer towards taking the long view. 
 
Investing in good parenting and early years means taking a very practical long term course of 
action. It does mean making early years and parenting a political priority and creating a long 



term political consensus. To achieve this requires a large shift in mind set and winning more 
people over to the social and economic benefits of this approach. 
 
This may all seem a tall order but while the largest benefits will come through 
intergenerational change, evidence tells us that there are shorter term gains to be found in 
children being ready to learn in Primary 1; in less teenage crime and abuse of drugs and 
alcohol and later first pregnancy for young women. So the benefits can be expected in the 
short run as well as in the long run; it is in the long run that you get the accumulated benefits 
in behaviour, deprivation, mental and physical health and labour market readiness. Acting 
early to support parents results in fewer draconian and more expensive intervention at a later 
date when the state removes children from parents, locks young offenders up or supports 
people for their entire life on benefits. 
 
What practically can we do? 
This question can be asked too early as there is a need to build a consensus that will pursue 
an early years and parenting strategy over the long term and ensure that the strategy and the 
delivery has quality, scale and duration running through each thread. What is being 
advocated is not about a fashion that it here to-day and gone tomorrow or a TV dinner of a 
policy fix. It is about a reorientation of our mind set and policy towards systemic thinking and 
getting to the roots of problems rather than be engulfed by the symptoms.  
 
To give a flavour of the type of well tried policies that work elsewhere, five key approaches 
are listed below. 

1. Support all teenage mothers from as early in their pregnancy as possible for a two 
year period. Specially selected nurses would receive extra training and form a 
relationship with each mother, the case load would 25 mothers per worker. Each 
young mother would have the same nurse visitor over the two years. It would be a 
universal service across all 9,500 teenage mothers. A programme like this has over a 
30 year track record in the USA demonstrated a range of benefits: improved parental 
care, fewer subsequent pregnancies, and greater participation in work and for the 
children as they grow into adults fewer convictions, less substance abuse and less 
promiscuous sexual activity. Test programmes have been running in England for two 
years and one has just started in Scotland. To run a universal programme in Scotland 
would cost in the order of £38m per year. 

2. Maternity grants are provided in Finland to all mothers and fathers who attend 
sessions on understanding health and behavioural implications of having a baby. They 
do not have to attend these sessions but in the tradition of rights and responsibilities, 
you can choose to attend or not. Attend and you get the grant or package of baby 
goods. If you do not attend you do not get the grant or package. The whole aim is to 
build upon the technical health checks that mothers receive during pregnancy and 
build on the “golden moment” that pregnancy and child birth brings, to help parents 
form groups of supporting peers, understand the changes that will come in their own 
relationships and help them have a healthy pregnancy. There are 57,000 children born 
in Scotland each year and it would be envisaged that this service would be provided in 
the community by community organisations and health workers. 



3. Mother and well-baby clinics provide immediate support to parents from birth to 
school age in the Netherlands. It provides comprehensive coverage in ensuring that 
children are safe and being properly looked after, attention is given to both health and 
development. Visits are regularly scheduled, being more frequent in the first weeks 
and months of life and then spacing out as school approaches. Clinics are staffed by 
doctors who attend to social and emotional development, motor skills, language and 
general health and nurses who concentrate on baby care, parenting, feeding, toileting 
and sleeping. Back up for health and development is provided by walk in surgeries. 

4. Children and family centres straddle the first year of life through to school age and 
are already to be found in some of the most challenging communities in Scotland. 
Some are run by local authorities and others by voluntary organisations. Under one 
roof they will provide parent and child groups, child care, speech therapy, therapeutic 
support and parenting classes. They also provide an outreach service to make contact 
with the most vulnerable families. I have visited inspirational centres in Castlemilk and 
Girvan and I believe there are others in Lanarkshire, Edinburgh and Fife. 

5. Safe families, fostering and adoption have become all the more important as a 
result of the epidemic of alcohol and drugs that is sweeping across Scotland. 
Substance abuse has accelerated the breakdown of families and rendered parents 
incapable of looking after their children: home is where it hurts. Young vulnerable 
children need the attachment and care provided by a steady relationship. Babies do 
not get this in desperate homes and the institutional arrangements we have mean that 
the most vulnerable children commonly have four or five different “domestic” 
arrangements each year. There is a need to look at how the legal and care system 
can in practice be more child centred, making decisions in the interests of the child 
and how fostering can more easily pass into adoption and how therapeutic support 
can be given. Perhaps we can learn from the American experience where in the last 
decade two different pieces of legislation have come in, one concentrating on the 
rights of the child and setting an 18 month period for supporting parents and resolving 
the final destination of a child and the other improving the route through fostering and 
adoption. 

 
Conclusion 
Parents can be supported to be better parents. If we do this we will make progress on what 
seems to have become a series of intractable Scottish problems. The benefits will be human 
and economic. Early years and parenting provides us with one of the very few policy areas 
where efficiency and equity can be pursues at the same time. 
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Nordic Evidence

• Whole country, not test sites.
• Completing secondary school education: 
• Scotland 1 in 5
• Denmark 1 in 2
• Most intergenerational income mobility –

Denmark and Sweden; least USA and UK.

 
 


