19.02.10: Early intervention is about support not snooping

It’s all very well for writers like Sue Palmer to use titles like ‘Toxic Childhood’ to shift copies to an overanxious public - but what is ‘early intervention’ really about, and what does it achieve?
What it isn’t about, as Palmer suggests (Guardian Feb 17th), is ‘screening’ families, with its suggestion of surveillance or eugenics. Ours is a charity that can see, after 140 years of supporting families, that giving help in the very early period of children’s lives (and yes, even during pregnancy where appropriate) can make a huge difference to vulnerable parents and their children. This is about ensuring that children develop sufficiently to enjoy future opportunities, and that they are safeguarded from present risks of abuse and neglect.
There are times when every parent could do with a little extra support; this is what Health Visitors and Sure Start are valued for. And there are parents who need more than that. Social work agencies, with experience behind them, often know when and why these needs will arise. Poverty and social deprivation are key here, along with histories of abuse and the lack of support networks that many of us take for granted. Palmer suggests targeting information at parents through antenatal clinics. This is all very well for the educated assertive parents seeking the information and attending the clinic regularly – but when it comes to the most vulnerable we know they don’t do this without support. Where this is the case it makes sense to make extra efforts to engage with those parents and support them as soon as is humanly possible.
This is about being human, not about social engineering. Talk to the mother who has been abused as a child or wife (or both), under-achieved, is too anxious or depressed to leave the house, and has no-one around to help her. She may not be able to read to her child every day (as the Millennium Cohort Study recommends) because no-one helped her to read when she was young.

Sue Palmer says that early intervention doesn’t seem to be working for the under-fives. But let us remember that the Millennium Cohort pre-date the inception of Sure Start, from which new research suggests early intervention is making a difference. Someone like Laurie, who attended our Newpin project for parents and children under five, would agree. Laurie’s severe depression began many years ago following a lifetime of abuse by her mother and stepfather. She says: “I was feeling desperate for help and support. When me and my little boy got to Newpin my son began to sit in a highchair and eat, walk and play with other children - with toys that we don’t have…I’d been so desperate to talk about stuff in my life and it was helpful to relate with other people who felt the way I did. I have made some great friends. Now my little boy goes to nursery twice a week and it helped both of us with time apart. He has grown up so much, and I feel happier as a mum.”

So this has nothing to do with ‘screening’ and everything to do with genuine empowerment. All families are capable of making positive changes – whether parents have learning difficulties, mental health problems, or live in poverty. Day by day charities like ours, along with health professionals and social workers, are intervening early to make sure parents like Laurie get the support they need to make those changes. Don’t tar us as snoopers. Laurie doesn’t.
