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Postnatal leader Lucy Markes reflects on the challenges of sharing 
evidence on babies’ brain development with parents.

The NCT has two core aims for all services and 
education that it offers – to be parent-centred 
and evidence-based. In this article I will be 
looking at what it means to try to meet both 
these aspirations, and whether there is a conflict 
between the two, with particular reference 
to current thinking about neuroscience and 
its significance in terms of early childhood 
development.

Neuroscience is a popular current orthodoxy 
used to provide evidence to underpin 
interventions with parents and young children, 
and cited by policy makers and politicians1 
as well as authors on child care and baby 
development.2,3,4 Yet close examination of the 
evidence on which the neuroscience claims 
are based appears to show that some of the 
deductions made are at best questionable.5,6 It 
is not within the scope of this article to provide a 
detail of critique of neuroscience, but evidence 
which may at first seem compelling could be 
flawed in some respects – and where does that 
leave us if we are trying to provide parents with 
evidence-based information?

Getting away from guilt 
Even if we take the neuroscience evidence at face 
value, we also need to consider the impact that 
this information might have on parents – Alex 
Bollen’s account (see box) provides one powerful 
and salutary account of this. This resonates 
with a study by Wall7 who carried out qualitative 
research with a group of mothers who had 
been encouraged to adopt strategies based on 
improving brain development in their children. 
Wall’s findings showed that the women felt more 
anxious, guilty and stressed as a result of focusing 
on this approach.

The medicalisation of birth with its reliance on 
scientific technology has had many unforeseen 
consequences. Trying to move away from this 
approach to a social model of birth8 seems 
difficult to achieve. Are we in danger of going a 
similar way with parenting, suggesting parents 
turn to scientific evidence rather than rely on 
instinct and intuition? Using evidence from 
neuroscience may be useful to social workers 
having to make difficult decisions about when to 
take babies and young children into care9 but this 
information is not necessarily helpful to parents. 
Bringing up a child is not a scientific experiment 
but about establishing nurturing and (hopefully) 
enjoying a lifelong relationship.

Where are the implications for us as practitioners 
working with parents? The timing of our 

intervention is significant. In the antenatal period 
it may be appropriate to point out to parents 
the significance of the baby’s early relationships, 
so that they can consider how best to access 
support and think about ways to improve their 
resilience during the early postnatal period. When 
they are actually in the throes of new parenthood, 
the impact of such information can make them 
feel more vulnerable and anxious, and we need 
to tread carefully. In any event, as Nolan10 points 
out, our time with parents may be more valuably 
spent in helping them explore influences and 

Is it possible to be parent-centred and evidence-based? beliefs rather than in adding to their already large 
store of information. 

It is a cliché to say that we live in an age of 
information overload. NCT practitioners are 
constantly having to make decisions about 
what evidence and information they share with 
parents, and how. It seems obvious that parents 
who feel supported and confident, rather than 
anxious and judged, are likely to be in a better 
position to enjoy positive and responsive 
relationships with their children. 

When we use evidence we need to be sure of its 
provenance and its possible consequences – and 
above all we need to show empathy and respect 
in all our dealings with mothers and fathers, in 
other words, to be truly parent-centred. 
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In the early days of my son’s life, I thought 
I was making a real mess of motherhood. 
My baby cried inconsolably, I struggled 
with breastfeeding and felt drained and 
bewildered. I looked to books for the 
answers and came across Sue Gerhardt’s 
Why Love Matters3 when my son was five 
weeks old. 

The book had a profoundly negative impact 
on me, making me feel like a bad mother 
who was damaging her son. Looking back, 
it feels like it took me to the edge of a dark 
precipice. The support of family and friends, 
and my son’s growing responsiveness, 
pulled me back.

Like many new mothers, I felt overwhelmed 
with the responsibility I had for my tiny 
newborn. I was terrified I would break 
him or hurt him in some way. These 
fears expanded into new, more chilling, 
areas after reading about how babies’ 
brains develop and the ‘delicacy’ of their 
physiological systems. 

To give one example, Gerhardt writes of the 
‘enormous power’1 of negative looks. At 
the time, I was exhausted, teary and could 
barely raise a smile. I felt like I was failing 
my baby as a result, damaging his fragile, 
developing brain in ways I could not see. 

Gerhardt powerfully makes the case for the 
importance of the early years. But the force 
with which she marshals her arguments 
helped fuel my doubts about my mothering 
and opened up new seams of anxiety. 

My experiences have made me very 
conscious of the potential of evidence to 
undermine the confidence of parents at a 
very vulnerable time in their lives. I believe 
that information relating to neuroscience 
needs to be handled with particular care 
because parents cannot see what is 
happening to their baby’s brain and can 
easily fear the worst.

Research networker Alex Bollen shares her perspective as a parent.


