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We’ve updated the 
story we tell 
politicians, officials, 
partners, funders 
and commissioners

• The baby blindspot is still 
there

• New research and 
learning

• New team members

• Building on what has 
worked but RRTIR!

• A window of opportunity 
to influence



Today

• Feedback from stakeholders and the 
research in England

• An urgent, new, story of hope and 
possibility

• The impact so far



Why doesn’t everyone want to support babies?

• A lack of understanding of the problem

• It’s not urgent 

• Uncomfortable to think about babies 

suffering

• It’s hopeless

• Perinatal mental health services does this

‘Soft intel’ in England
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A study of stakeholder views

• Child Care Health Development, March 

2022

o Olha Homonchuk & Professor Jane 

Barlow

o 14 in depth interviews with those 

involved in commissioning in 14 

areas.

o Half commissioned specialised 

parent-infant relationship services



Key messages

Don’t under-estimate:

• Case studies, personal stories and 
personal relationships

• What do they want? How do they want to 
feel?

What’s not highlighted:

• Demonstrating the immediate need and 
potential short-term impact



Parent-Infant Relationships (PAIR) Services Commissioning Toolkit – February 2023

Nine health commissioners interviewed who said:

• Significant confusion around language and ideas

• Didn’t know where to find evidence about 

parent-infant relationships services

• Didn’t know where PAIR services fit in the system 

and who should commission them



Understanding attitudes in government

• Commissioned Connect Public Affairs

• Interviews dozens of politicians and senior civil servants 

in government

• Understanding of terms and programmes

• Began at the same time as the Start for Life programme 

announced



What they found
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1. Reluctance to engage

2. Did know what as in Start for Life

3. What are infants? Babies

4. What is infant mental health? 

Attachment/bonding/parent-infant relationships

5. What are the early years? First 1001 days

6. It’s not urgent & important!

https://flickr.com/photos/number10gov/4581073867
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/


What they suggested
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1. Child protection

2. Levelling up

3. Learning loss

4. Childcare

Not flagged in the research but important in 

conversations….

• Mental health of adults and children

Urgent & 
important!



Frameworks – apply social science methods to study how people understand social issues.
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“how communication activates different shortcuts and affects our thinking.”

What works with the public?

• Brain development

• Parents are challenged

• There is a solution – it’s not so dire it’s 
hopeless



Creating a new simple story

Babies are suffering now 
and need urgent help

Their parent-infant 
relationship effects how 
their brains develop and 

their future

Parents need help

There are new mental 
health teams who can 

help

The evidence shows they 
are the answer. We need 

400 not 40!
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• 10% of babies at risk of 
disorganised attachment

• 60,000 babies leave hospital each 
year and live in fear, or terror

• Their parents may neglect their 
cries, or respond in a hostile 
fashion, or completely 
inconsistently

• It’s urgent we intervene with new 
mental health teams, which work 
with babies and their parents

Babies are suffering now and 
need help

https://litfl.com/baby-tim-cries/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-sa/3.0/
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• How their parent responds to them 
determines how they relate to the 
world, and how their brain develops

• It’s a unique time of massive brain 
development (with millions of 
neural connections being made each 
day).

• It will help determine how they do 
educationally, in employment and in 
their own relationships.

The parent-infant relationship 
effects how their brains develop 
and their future
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Parents need help

• Most parents want to be 
good parents.  But these 
parents have challenges that 
prevent them from being 
able recognise, or respond to 
what their babies need

• It’s often due to their own 
mental health, or drug and 
alcohol abuse, or domestic 
violence, or trauma

• It can be due to inter-
generational experiences of 
being parented themselves

https://www.anotherthink.com/contents/essays_on_faith/20151001_from-despair-to-hope.html
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by-nc-nd/3.0/
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There are new mental health teams 
who can help

• They are multi-disciplinary who work 
with the babies and parents 
(separately and together)

• They work through the parents’ 
challenges, which can include 1-1 
therapy

• They work with the wider workforce 
(e.g. maternity and health visiting) so 
these problems are understood, 
supported and picked up

• Prevention, and early intervention is 
better than late intervention

https://www.lexdis.org.uk/guides/disability-technology/pain-fatigue-and-stress/
https://creativecommons.org/licenses/by/3.0/
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The evidence shows they are the 
answer. 

We need 400 not 40!
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Party conferences
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• Attended the Liberal Democrat, 
Conservative and Labour Party 
conferences

• Met the new Children's Minister, 
Shadow Health Ministers and 
Downing Street advisers

• Met with policy advisors helping 
to write the manifestos

✓ Asked for words to include in manifestos
✓ Agreed follow up round table meeting
✓ Asked by officials to provide more background



National policies
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• Discussed with ministerial advisors what needs to be in the new strategy



National policies
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• Been asked by the Start for Life Team what the next stage of the programme 
should look like



National policies
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• Been asked to outline what it 
means for the maternity and 
neonatal single delivery plan

• Asked to suggest what it means for 
future perinatal and children’s 
mental health services in the next 
stage of the plan



Partners
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Royal College of Psychiatrists

Children and Young People’s 
mental health coalition

NCT & Royal College of 
Midwives

Funders – new and renewing

“I welcome this major new report from the Royal College of 
Psychiatrists into the mental health needs of babies and young 
children. It explains the critical importance of parent-infant 
relationships to supporting babies’ brain development and 
mental health." - Ben Yeo



One reflection
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Thank you
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