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Eradicating child poverty  
i. Save the Children champions the goal of focussing public spending on preventing 

rather than dealing with negative social outcomes. We believe that, in the long 
term, the social and economic return on investment of preventing children growing 
up in poverty would be great. The scale of the existing problem of child poverty 
constitutes a significant issue for the Scottish economy. In Scotland today, 21% of 
children are living in poverty.1 Growing up in poverty is associated with a whole 
range of negative outcomes. The poorest children are more likely to have no or few 
qualifications, have poorer health and live in areas of social deprivation. In 
addition, negative outcomes in childhood have a lifelong impact. For example, 
children who grow up in poverty are more likely to be unemployed. As well as the 
lost childhoods and the damage to children, families and communities, the financial 
costs are enormous.  It is difficult to quantify but one estimate suggests that child 
poverty costs public services in Scotland between half a billion and three quarters 
of a billion pounds a year.2 Eradicating child poverty is one way of preventing 
negative social outcomes. The Child Poverty Act 2010 requires the Scottish 
Government to take action to eradicate child poverty. Directing spend towards 
preventative programmes is vital if this is to be achieved. Otherwise, the social and 
economic costs of the negative social outcomes associated with growing up in 
poverty will continue to be high.  

 
1. How can public spending best be focussed over the longer term in trying to 

prevent, rather than deal with, negative social outcomes?  
ii. There are a number of steps required to bring about a focus on preventative 

spending. Initially, additional investment is needed to ‘kick start’ preventative work, 
alongside investment in dealing with negative social outcomes. Although this will 
cost more in the short term, it will save money in the long term. In the long term as 
the benefits of preventative work start to pay off, the costs of dealing with negative 
social outcomes will reduce. It is impossible to see how a sustained shift towards 
preventative spend will occur unless there is a significant commitment to invest 
now.  

 
iii. In addition, the Scottish Government should progress the national infrastructure 

needed to underpin the delivery of preventative programmes. Key components 
include improved statistical and demographic data, skilling up the workforce in 
prevention work, workforce reform, review of funding approaches, ensuring 
widespread buy-in across strategic, operational, practitioner and community level, 
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2 Hirsh D (2008) Estimating the cost of child poverty in Scotland. Scottish Government. 



improving affordability and promoting evidence based good practice.3 Investing in 
evidence based programmes (EBP) proven to give financial and social return on 
investment, as well as, the mechanisms that support the funding of these 
programmes is vital. This requires disinvestment in non EBPs and a shift away 
from continually investing in new or pilot programmes. Investment should be 
weighted towards evidence-based programmes focussing on pre-birth, the early 
years and early primary years with a track record of positive impact.  

 
2. What evidence can you provide from the UK and abroad to show that 

promoting preventative spending has been effective? 
iv. The High Scope study in Michigan in the USA is often quoted as leading to the well 

known conclusion that ‘one dollar saves seven’. This study evaluated a small, 
intensive pre-school programme. Three and four year olds identified as at 
significant risk of poor outcomes were involved in a high quality learning 
programme every day in the two years before they went to school. Teachers 
worked with the children individually and in groups, and once a week they visited 
the child’s home and encouraged the parents to take an active role in their child’s 
education. At 15 years old the High Scope children reported lower levels of 
involvement in crime, and at 19 and 27 years they had experienced significantly 
fewer arrests. Mostly notably, the proportion of ‘chronic’ offenders was only 7% for 
the High Scope graduates, compared to 35% among the controls. It has been 
hypothesised that much of the difference is accounted for by the fact that the High 
Scope children were supported young to achieve better at school and therefore 
earned more as adults.4  

 
v. More recently, a growing body of evidence has demonstrated that preventative 

spending can pay back dividends in the long term by improving children’s life 
chances. In 2009 a study from the Every Child a Chance Trust found that the cost 
of poor literacy was estimated to be between £5,000 and £64,000 for an individual 
over a lifetime. The vast majority of these costs are the result of lower tax revenues 
and higher benefits paid due to poorer employment prospects. The research found 
that every £1 invested in intensive tuition programmes for those with the lowest 
levels of ability in literacy and numeracy would save between £12 and £19 in the 
future. One example highlighted was the Reading Recovery programme. This 
programme cost approximately £2609 per pupil to provide. Based on evidence that 
this intervention would lift 79% of children who receive it out of literacy failure, the 
return for every pound spent was estimated to be between £11–17.5  

 
vi. A study of a preventative programme in Scotland came to similar conclusions. 

Research carried out for Action for Children by the New Economics Foundation 
estimated that for every pound invested in its Caerphilly Family Intervention Project 
and East Dunbartonshire Family Service – targeted interventions designed to catch 
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problems early and prevent them from recurring – between £7.60 and £9.20 worth 
of social value was generated for every pound invested. In these cases the 
increased returns to the state were mainly generated by reductions in costs 
associated with increased tax revenue; decreased benefit payments; reduced 
health costs for children; and the reduction of long term costs such as specialist 
education and care provision.6  

 
3. The Finance Committee has recommended that the Scottish Government 

continue to direct it’s spend towards preventative programmes. Which 
programmes should be prioritised?  

 
vii. Save the Children believes that preventative programmes designed to provide 

disadvantaged children with good quality early education experiences and 
evidence based parenting programmes should be prioritised. The Nobel Prize-
winning economist James Heckman has set out the economic case that shows the 
rate of economic return on early years’ investment is significantly higher than for 
any other stage in the education system. A wealth of evidence points to the 
importance of early years and early intervention policy and programmes in 
determining positive outcomes for children in early childhood and for future life 
chances. There is no single programme or approach that can deliver improved 
outcomes. Instead a concerted and long term effort across a range of policies and 
services is required. The Scottish Government and COSLA ‘Early Years 
Framework’ sets out a welcome and ambitious plan of action in this area. We 
believe that priority should be given to investing in programmes that will deliver the 
aims of this framework.   

 
viii. Research points to the need to prioritise the following key areas to reduce the 

effects of poverty and ensure disadvantaged children get the best start in life. 
Firstly, evidence shows that good quality early education experiences can have a 
positive impact on children in poverty and play a part in reducing later low 
achievement.7 Secondly, it is well evidenced that the home learning environment in 
the early years is the largest factor in determining a child’s attainment and 
achievement at age ten.8 Thirdly, it is now understood that effective parenting and 
nurturing ‘can trump’ the effects of living in poverty. Therefore, the evidence 
indicates that in order to improve the life chances of disadvantaged young children, 
we need to work with their parents whilst children are young (0-8).  

 
ix. Public investment should support parenting programmes with a rigorous evidence 

base. Priority must be given to EBPs, proven to prevent disadvantaged children to 
have lesser life chances. Such programmes ‘empower’ low income, isolated and 
vulnerable parents to be the ‘head of their household’ and strengthen family 
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relationships, school links, family cohesion, family communication and reduce 
family conflict. This is because evidence-based programmes with a track record of 
improving these parental skills have shown that parents can be supported to create 
supportive and stimulating home learning environments in which a child living in 
poverty can thrive, can succeed at school and have stronger life chances.  

 
x. A recent report from the UK Government and the Welsh Assembly’s Child Poverty 

Strategy and Delivery Plan (2010) argue that there a number of ‘characteristics’ of 
prevention and early intervention programmes that tend to have a greater impact 
on child outcomes.9 The evidence suggests a number of principles for good 
parental engagement programmes including a specific emphasis on family learning 
facilitated by initial effective outreach and continuing family based support; 
intervention in the early years and after pre-school, providing support for parents to 
assist their child’s learning in the home; locally driven provision based on 
consultation and involvement of parents and local communities and voluntary 
rather than compulsory engagement. Parenting programmes that match these 
criteria should be invested in. 

 
xi. The Children’s Workforce Development Council in England recommends ten 

evidence based parenting programmes. This includes the Families and Schools 
Together (FAST). Save the Children is working in partnership with FAST to deliver 
a programme of support to parents of young children to enable them to succeed at 
school.  We believe that there is a gap in local transition services, from pre-school 
to primary, which focus on the whole family and have a proven track record of 
effective parental engagement practice.  

 
xii. In the most disadvantaged areas, there needs to be improved parental entitlement 

to a continuum of local evidenced based family support. By support we mean pre 
and post natal care, early health and development and transitions to primary 
school. This support should be universally available in the poorest areas (very 
large numbers of families in the most deprived areas will benefit from this extra 
support). At key school transitions (into primary and into secondary) the most 
disadvantaged parents should be able to access quality programmes aimed at 
helping them develop the knowledge and confidence to support their child’s 
learning in the home. This type of intensive ‘conveyor belt approach’ is used in the 
Harlem Children’s Zone10 and the area based focus is used in the Flying Start 
areas in Wales.11 In England, Birmingham Council has completely redeveloped its 
traditional approach to providing family and parent support in order to use a model 
that uses early intervention and prevention initiatives to tackle inequalities.12 There 
also needs to be targeted higher tier interventions such as Family-Nurse 
partnerships for the families that need a more intensive level of support.  
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4. What are the main barriers to trying to focus spending on preventing, 
rather than dealing with, negative social outcomes?  Is a focus on 
preventative spending less likely in the current financial climate? 

xiii. Save the Children believes that the main barriers include: 
• Political and public support. Prioritising preventative spending depends on 

political will. Yet investing in the early years and early intervention are not 
widespread priorities amongst the electorate. This has implications for the 
priorities that elected representatives choose.  

• Delivering statutory responsibilities. Local authorities with a finite level of 
resources have to prioritise the work that they are legally required to undertake. 
Early intervention and prevention work is not a statutory responsibility and 
therefore often comes second to delivering on legal requirements.  

• “Playing it safe” by continuing to invest in historical non EBPs rather than new 
investment in EBPs. 

• No independent or government promoted list of preferred EBPs for service 
providers to select from or be incentivised to implement and therefore a lack of 
clarity amongst professionals in what standards constitute an EBP, what an EBP 
is and how to integrate EBPs into core business. 

• Unwillingness or lack of strategic support to pump prime EBPs during cutbacks to 
new services. 

 
5. How do we ensure that we monitor the impact of preventative spending 

over the longer term and shape budgets accordingly? 
xiv. A long term commitment is required to monitor the impact of preventative spend. 

This commitment needs to be underpinned by investment in longitudinal studies 
and evaluations that can evidence the impact of preventative spending. It is not 
possible to judge the impact of preventative spending over only a short time frame. 
Instead the impact has to be monitored over the medium to long term - five to ten 
years. This will require long term cross party political support if budgets in the 
future are to be shaped in favour of preventative spend.  

 
6. Is the effectiveness of a preventative spending programme influenced by 

whether the relevant services are provided by the public, private or 
voluntary sector?  

xv. It is not the ‘who’ that matters, but rather what services do and the impact they 
have that matters. The voluntary sector can initiate an interest in evidence-based 
programmes in local communities, but sustained investment is needed for the most 
part probably depends on large scale ‘systems’. ‘Systems’, such as, local 
children’s or education services have the funds and longevity to reach large 
numbers of children. Pioneers in children’s services have developed hundreds of 
interventions that have an impact on children’s outcomes. However, hardly any of 
this provision is made routinely available through the mainstream systems of 
education, health or social care. Even the most well-known of EBPs, Family Nurse 
Partnership, only has a ‘market prevalence’ of less than 1%. This is because 
systems have not yet effectively adapted to integrate evidence-based programmes 
and evidence-based programmes have not been adapted to fit into systems.  



 
xvi. Save the Children believes that in order for evidence-based prevention and early 

intervention programmes to be sustained at scale they need to be promoted and 
integrated into core business of local authorities and central government. Local 
and central government, whilst also having limited resources, has an infrastructure 
more suited to achieve scale and to properly evaluate all programmes consistently 
compared to the voluntary sector.   
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