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NCT’s senior policy advisers Elizabeth Duff & Rosie Dodds look at 
how NCT’s 2010-2020 strategy can reach parents and influence 
policy. They emphasise the importance for parents of continuity 
of carers, good communication, community-based services, and co-
ordination of care.

Making services for new parents the best they can be

Service development & policy
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‘NCT plans to become better 
recognised as an informed 
voice for parents across a 

broader range of policy areas.’

Last year saw NCT taking active strides to roll 
out its newly finalised 2010-2020 strategy 
across the UK, to its members, supporters and 
volunteers. 

The charity’s aim is to reach 20 million parents 
by 2020. Much of the activity that is fuelling 
this drive will be about providing information 
and support direct to parents, whether face-
to-face, online or by telephone. However, 
NCT’s huge knowledge and experience of 
parents’ needs and wishes, gathered over 
more than 50 years of close contact and 
feedback, means we are also uniquely well-
placed to have a role in influencing services 
for parents beyond those offered by our own 
workers.

Shaping services, influencing policy

NCT is frequently asked by UK governments, 
research institutes, professional bodies and 
other organisations to contribute views 
on how best to shape, locate and promote 
services. We also aim to influence the 
development and implementation of policy 
so that it is better suited to parents’ diverse 
needs and wishes. 

People in the transition to parenthood are 
likely to need specific services in acute and 
community health, public and family health, 
childcare and early education. In all these 
areas, NCT has considerable knowledge – 
based on recent feedback – of where the 
priorities lie, where there has been good 
practice and where there are notable gaps 
in provision. We are known for this expertise 
and are frequently asked to contribute at 
local, regional and national levels. Maternity 
Services Liaison Committees (MSLCs) provide 
an excellent local mechanism for input, 
for example, but the future of MSLCs is 
uncertain. NCT is determined to ensure that 
there are forums where parents voices are 
heard, and user representatives can influence 
development of services.

Policies and provision affecting parents 
and families range across many sectors: 
employment, income, housing, nutrition, 
transport, security, social support, leisure, 
communication and information, as well 
as health and education. In some of these 
sectors, NCT has been less active and is less 
well known. As part of the 2010-2020 strategy, 
NCT plans to become better recognised as an 
informed voice for parents across a broader 
range of policy areas.

Strategy Theme 2 - Supportive Services

Theme 2 of the new strategy says: ‘NCT wants 
all public services … [used by] parents-to-be 
and new parents to be the best they can 
be. To create supportive services for new 
and expectant parents we will use external 
influencing and working in partnership to:

• Help develop solutions to address the 
dilemmas facing professionals between 
the need to meet budget and capacity 
constraints, whilst trying to offer 
excellent individualised care.

• Develop methods that allow new 
parents to effectively influence and 
improve the design and delivery of their 
services.

• Champion parent participation in 
service and policy design, delivery and 
evaluation.

• Ensure the treatment of parents and 
families is respectful when they interact 
with public services.’ 

The NCT 2020 strategy tour

As part of the NCT 2020 strategy tour, we 
invited members attending the tour events 
to discuss ‘What are families offered, what do 
they want and how can NCT make sure they 
get it?’ We were very pleased that at each 
event up to 30 members registered for the 
workshops, and all participants were keen 
to make suggestions to inform NCT’s work 
programme. The events took place in London, 
Glasgow, Taunton, Cardiff, Coventry and 
Leeds, and we received specific information 
and comments about services in England, 
Scotland and Wales. NCT members from 
Northern Ireland were encouraged to come to 
either the Glasgow or Leeds event and attend 
a tailored session. 

Workshop content
Setting the scene 

The first part of each session considered 
the current situation: generally family 
incomes have declined and there is higher 
unemployment and rising costs. We looked 
at parent support services in each country 
and examples of how NCT has influenced 
policy (see NCT Achievements, www.nct.org.
uk/nctachievements). We discussed new 
structures in the health services, especially 
in England. Clinical commissioning groups, 
health and wellbeing boards and Local 
Healthwatch are all new bodies that will be 
working in and around the health services, 
which NCT branches have the potential to 
influence. 

In England, NCT activists have new 
opportunities for influencing policy-makers. 
Local authorities have responsibility for 
ensuring public health improvement, so 
could take a growing interest in aspects 
of life affecting parents and children, such 
as services to enhance mental health, play 
facilities, sports facilities and services to 
support breastfeeding. NCT branches and 
members can feed in to the development of 
strategic needs assessments for their area, 
Children’s centres are likely to be affected 
by Payment by Results, including targets for 
increasing breastfeeding rates and readiness 
for school. 

In Scotland and Wales, it may be easier 
to influence policy development as 
administration areas are smaller, and 
potentially more accessible. The fierce 
competition between political parties vying 
for votes may provide a key opportunity for 
activists to influence the agenda, as each party 
wants to distinguish itself from the others.  
The Scottish National Parenting Strategy is an 
example of an initiative that ‘puts the voices of 
parents and carers at the heart of the strategy’ 
and NCT has seized the opportunity to have 
input into the importance of starting support 
for parents before birth.  

In the strategy tour sessions we used three 
fictional families of different shapes and sizes 

	  

Figure 1
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Summary 
We’ll be focusing on the four Cs, working for 
greater continuity, better communication, 
enhanced community networks and  
co-ordination of services. These are themes 
repeatedly highlighted not only by the 
parents who attended our workshops but by 
thousands of other parents across the UK. 
We hope that strategic framework will help us 
make a difference for them.
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to stimulate discussion. Nat, Tina and their 
twins were one (see Figure 1).

The intention was to talk broadly about how 
services might be shaped and delivered with 
all parents in mind, those with mainstream 
experiences and those with more specialist 
needs. 

Participants’ responses
Group members were eager to list both 
statutory services and voluntary sector groups 
who could and should be involved in the care 
of families. They felt that Nat & Tina would 
have seen at least one gynaecologist, midwife, 
obstetrician, paediatrician, neonatal nurse, GP 
and health visitor. They may have seen nursery 
nurses, community psychiatric nurses and 
other specialists. Voluntary groups who could 
have helped include Infertility Network UK, 
the Miscarriage Association, TAMBA, Mind and 
perhaps Scope or Mencap, as well as NCT and 
particularly its Shared Experiences helpline. 
Discussion focused on the need for:

• Anxious and exhausted parents to have 
help to learn about and locate what is 
available.

• Services to be ‘joined-up’, and consistent 
in terms of care, information and advice.

Strong themes emerged around the qualities 
of services needed by families, which could 
be categorised as:

• Continuity – the need for parents, 
at each contact with a service, to see 
and speak to either (ideally) the same 
person or at the least a colleague who 
understood their situation, who will offer 
a ‘next step’ on the pathway. 

• Communication – both listening to and 
conveying information were emphasised 
as essential skills, while effective 
communication between practitioners 
and services was another crucial point.

• Community – over and again, workshop 
participants stressed the need for 
services to be local, accessible and ‘visible 
in the pathway of the user’; the more that 
families are experiencing stress, anxiety, 
fatigue and frustration, the less they will 
be able to organise travel to large and 
unfamiliar institutions, with possible long 
waits for appointments.

• Co-ordination – this element brings 
together the three above, in that 
it enshrines what parents need, in 

particular when they are in vulnerable 
circumstances or experiencing problems. 
Families with multiple needs must be 
helped with signposting to sources of 
support and information from someone 
with real local up-to-date knowledge of 
what is available.

In terms of current services delivering on 
these four Cs, the health visitor was seen as 
the key practitioner and children’s centres 
were seen as a key service. However, 
members voiced concerns, such as ‘health 
visitors are so over-stretched’ or the ‘the 
children’s centre now targets services only to 
vulnerable people’. There was a consistent, 
strong message about the need for ‘friendly 
communities that enable mutual support, 
networking and sharing’. NCT made a real 
contribution to this ideal for some parents, 
and needs to be extended so similar kinds of 
networks and local knowledge sharing are 
available for all. 

What can NCT do?

The 2010-2020 strategy identifies three 
principal ways in which the charity can 
increase its reach to parents and its influence 
on policy: growth, thought-leadership and 
partnership. The policy team can advise on key 
messages and useful alliances that will assist 
the work in these areas. 

NCT already works closely with relevant 
professional associations, and has links with 
many voluntary sector organisations. More 
will be done to expand and build on these 
connections, so that NCT can provide direct 
support, where appropriate; signpost to 
specific support and services; and lobby for 
improved statutory services where these are 
needed. NCT can grow its number of activists 
to influence local services, and improve 
sharing of ‘intelligence’ between activists. 
Members already serving on children’s centre 
boards, MSLCs or labour ward forums have a 
lot to pass on regarding achievements and 
tactics that work.  

Tools for user representatives, working at 
both at local and regional level, are to be 
made available on the NCT intranet. In 
addition, a new page on NCT’s website, in 
the ‘about us’ section, will be created to host 
position briefings, responses to consultations 
and announcements. Finally, a number of 
training sessions will be provided for NCT 
user reps at the volunteers fair in 2012.

A series of document summaries on reports 
relevant to theme 2 and 3 of NCT’s 2020 
strategy, NCT position papers and other tools 
for NCT representatives will be produced over 
the next year.

Feedback
Participants gave feedback after the 
sessions, with comments including:

• ‘It gave me an idea about the 
wider work and plans of NCT.’

• ‘We have to think of creative 
solutions to address REAL 
problems within REAL 
constraints.’

• ‘Interesting to hear views of a 
wide range of NCT members and 
to meet Rosie and Elizabeth.’

• ‘We generated some  
exciting ideas.’

• ‘Inspired me to want to  
help more!’

Reaching our goals
To help reach our goals NCT will focus 
on more growth, increased thought 
leadership and developing new 
partnerships:

Growth – we will continue to increase 
our reach, both geographic and 
social, to all parents and expand our 
postnatal and early years services, 
producing evidence-based policy 
positions on a wider range of areas. 

Thought leadership – we will use our 
position of influence to change the 
perception of parenthood and create 
breakthrough solutions to address 
the dilemmas parents face. We are 
currently working with the King’s 
Fund on innovations to enable staff 
to make best use of their time and 
improve maternity care services.

Partnership – we will review and add 
to our key partners, to increase the 
support available to new parents and 
reach even more of the population. 
For example, NCT is now a member 
of the Fuel Poverty Coalition because 
families with small children are 
especially affected by fuel poverty. 

‘NCT will extend the range of 
professional and voluntary 

organisations it works with.’


