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Working with Parents
Woman-to-woman support

With eight deaths in the first year of life
per 1,000 live births, the deprived bor-
ough of Newham has the second highest
infant mortality rate in London (after
Southwark). Reflecting concerns about
this, Newham University Hospital NHS
Trust and Newham PCT applied for fund-
ing from the Neighbourhood Renewal
Fund to give women one-to-one emotion-
al and practical support during pregnancy
and for up to six months after birth to sup-
port breastfeeding. The result of this _ the
Birth and Breastfeeding Support (BABS)
Project _ which has been running now for
over 18 months, was joint winner of the All-
Party Parliamentary Group on Maternity
award for ‘inclusive services to disadvan-
taged groups and communities’ in 2006.

About the project
The project matches vulnerable women
with a buddy from their ethnic background
(over 120 languages are spoken in the bor-
ough) to provide emotional and practical
support during childbirth and immediately
afterwards. The concept is derived from the
doula philosophy of pregnancy support and
has been adapted to reflect the diverse
needs of women in Newham. This type of
close support has been identified as the
one most likely to make a positive impact
on infant mortality rates, maintained breast-
feeding rates and associated meas-
ures.1,2,3

The BABS project only takes on women
requiring support in birth or breastfeeding;
if the woman is referred in the antenatal
period, breastfeeding education and aware-
ness is maintained. All BABs-matched
mothers are breastfeeding on joining the
scheme postnatally and the buddy provides
support to help the mother to continue
breastfeeding.

Volunteer training
Volunteers for the buddy role _ most of
whom have had babies of their own _ are
initially screened for suitability by psy-
chotherapists. To date, 60 have been fully
trained, with a further 70 in the process of

training. The volunteer buddies complete a
four-week course (accredited by the local
further education college) that looks at
pregnancy, birth and breastfeeding.

Project outcomes
So far, 2000 women have been referred
from across the borough. Of these:
� 1496 women required breastfeeding
support while in the hospital

� 201 women were given telephone
advice

� 425 women _ 66 in the antenatal peri-
od, 359 in the postnatal _ required
intensive support (defined as women
who are in complex situations and need
ongoing assistance).

Results indicate that the BABS project is
having a positive impact on breastfeeding
rates at two and six weeks after birth:
� BABS rate of breastfeeding at day 14
(intensive support group): 94% com-
pared with 79% for UK on average4

� BABS rate of breastfeeding at 6 weeks
(intensive support group): 81% com-
pared with 64% for the UK on average.4

Benefits for buddies too
The buddies benefit from the project in terms
of both education and personal develop-
ment. Social contact with the general public
has increased buddies’ confidence and
awareness of the health needs of local resi-
dents. This growing confidence has led to
buddies inquiring about further training, mid-
wifery and other professions in the NHS.

For further information, contact: Danny
O’Leary on 020 8519 8662
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A friend in need
Danny O’Leary, project manager and midwife, and Miriam Masood,
community development officer, explain how woman-to-woman
support has improved outcomes in an area of high deprivation

In their own words...

For buddy Lisa Cripps and first-time
mother Charleen Newson, BABS has
resulted in a growing friendship.
Charleen, 21, learned about BABS at
a Focus Housing Association event
in May. BABS community develop-
ment worker Mariam Masood imme-
diately put her in touch with buddy
Lisa, 24, a single mother from
Canning Town.

Lisa said: ‘I phoned Charleen the
same day of the referral and we had
a long chat to get to know each
other. From when she was five
months pregnant, I went to antenatal
appointments with her and we talked
to doctors and nurses together. I got
a call from Charleen at 1.30 one
morning to say that she was in
labour. Although I was tired and low
on energy, I didn’t hesitate to jump in
a cab to the hospital. When
Charleen’s daughter was born after a
long labour, I cut the umbilical cord!’

For Charleen, Lisa’s support was
priceless. She said: ‘I was just really
grateful that Lisa was there. Even lit-
tle things like rubbing my back when
I got my contractions helped make it
easier.

‘Lisa showed me how to breast-
feed and it’s down to her that I don’t
have a problem with it and am really
confident. I didn’t plan the pregnan-
cy so it took me a while to get used
to it. Lisa checked up on me a lot but
never pestered me. She has been a
really nice person to talk to and I
know I will stay in touch with her.’
Lisa is equally enthusiastic about
their buddy partnership. ‘Charleen is
brilliant and I’m proud of her’, she
said. ‘But I’m also proud of what I’ve
done in becoming a buddy and help-
ing other mothers.’


