
Abigail Easter, research and 
evaluation officer, looks at the 
results of a longitudinal study 
following children in Scotland.

of parents said they preferred to receive support 
or information in person, on a one-to-one basis. 
Asked how satisfied they were with information 
about parenting and ‘services available to 
support you in your role as a parent’, about 
three quarters indicated that they were satisfied, 
but one in four said it was difficult for them to 
ask people unless they knew them really well 
(27%), and one in five said it was hard to know 
who to approach (19%).

During the children’s first ten months slightly 
fewer than half of the Scottish parents (48%) 
attended a parent and toddler group, and only 
30% reported attending a programme 
or group on parenting, child development 
or child behaviour.  Socio-economic factors 
strongly determined who attended groups. 
Only 22% of parents with no educational 
qualifications said they had attended a 
baby and toddler group, compared to 69% 
of parents with a degree.  Over half (54%) 
reported that were unlikely to attend classes 
or programmes in the future, most frequently 
because they felt they did not have enough 
time (25%) or that they did not need to 
attend (22%).2 

Grandparents are key 
A huge amount of support is provided 
informally by family members and friends. 
Recent research suggests that grandparental 
involvement is significantly associated with 
child wellbeing and its importance has been 
under-recognised.3 In Scotland, grandparents 
were a key resource for families during the 
first year after birth. At ten months almost 
all children had contact with at least one 
grandparent, and grandparents frequently 
bought toys or equipment for the child (93%), 
looked after the child (84%) and provided 
general advice and support to the child’s 
parents (80%).

Childcare was provided at least once a week 
by 56% of grandparents. Lone parents, 
younger mothers and first-time mothers, 
relied particularly heavily on support from 
grandparents, but typically had contact with 
fewer grandparents than other families, so a 
higher level of reliance was falling on a more 
limited resource.2 

Lack of social support 
Low levels of support from family and friends 
were associated with greater parenting 
stress and home chaos. The findings, based 
on mothers’ reports, also suggest that low 
parent support may reduce activities that are 
important for child development (such as 
looking at books and reading stories). However, 
the authors raise a note of caution about 
drawing firm conclusions as the results are 
from a single cross-sectional study, and more 
longitudinal research is necessary.

Growing Up in Scotland is a large longitudinal 
study following the lives of children in their 
early years and throughout childhood. 
Commissioned originally by the Scottish 
Executive Education Department in 2003, 
the study covers child development, physical 
and mental health, home life, family factors, 
community and social networks, sources of 
support and attitudes towards seeking help.1 

In 2011, 6,127 children were selected at 
random from child benefit records, to be 
representative of all families in Scotland.1 
Results are now available from data collected 
when the babies were aged ten months, 
providing insights into family relationships in 
Scotland and how parents seek and access 
support.2 Some highlights are presented here. 

Support services for families
Formal support, in the form of services, is 
widely used, but accessed by some groups 
more than others. For example, most first-time 
mothers (71%) and 40% of all mothers said 
they attended antenatal classes.  The most 
frequent reasons for not attending antenatal 
classes were attendance at antenatal classes in 
a previous pregnancy (50%) or feeling that it was 
not needed (20%). 

The most commonly cited sources of 
information for questions or concerns during 
pregnancy were health professionals (90%), 
family/friends (71%) and the internet (55%).  
Although the internet was used frequently, 53% 
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Summary
The importance of support for parents, 
particularly mothers, has been well 
documented.4,5 Social and emotional support 
can reduce maternal feelings of stress and 
depression,6 and have a beneficial effect 
on children’s development.7 The Growing 
up in Scotland report identifies the key role 
that grandparents play. While attendance 
at antenatal preparation is the norm, fewer 
parents go to any organised form of group in 
the months after birth. Parents in greater need 
of support seem to access fewer services and 
have a more restricted circle of grandparental 
support. Given the importance of support for 
parents in the early years, the Scottish National 
Parenting Strategy is promoting improved 
access to education and support services.8

Find out more
There have been similar cohort studies 
in England, such as Born in Bradford9 and 
the Avon Longitudinal Study of Parents 
and Children,10 and the Millennium 
Cohort Study is UK-wide.11
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