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The written evidence I would like to contribute to this discussion focuses on one 
particular, often overlooked point:  that savings made from investing in the early 
years are generated in the short and medium term.  They are not only long term. 
 
My sense is that the financial arguments associated with early years investment 
are now generally understood and accepted by a majority of those interested in 
this sector.  Economic analyses by James Heckman, Alan Sinclair, and others 
show that the rate of return is somewhere between 1 – 3 to 1 – 14.  That is, for 
every £1 that is invested between the years of birth – 3 years, somewhere 
between £3 and £14 pounds is saved later on.  These savings are seen in the 
cost of prison, mental illness, academic achievement, and other domains, often 
in the late teens or early 20s.  The return may be even higher if other domains 
are measured, and later in life. 
 
The message that has been taken from this empirical evidence is one about the 
long-term savings.  The model has become:  INVEST NOW, SAVE LATE.   One 
implication of that model is that we need to be brave now, in order to generate 
future financial benefits.  Moreover, those of us working in this area need to find 
ways of helping interested politicians to be particularly brave, as they may well 
not be here to see the benefits of their insight and actions, in 10 to 15 years time. 
 
However, I think this story is the wrong one.  The story is much more exciting and 
powerful than this.  We do not need to be brave.  We do not need to wait long-
term to see savings.  If we look for other components to measure besides now 
accepted ones, such as  prison and mental health, we will realise that many 
areas of saving begin to be generated quite soon. 
 
Let me give one example from our work in Dundee.  In Dundee, we run a 
parenting programme entitled Parents Altogether Lending Support (PALS), which 
lasts for six sessions.  The programme has been running for 10 years, with 
hundreds of families having participated in that time.  Some of the evaluations we 
have conducted on the programme followed up participants who had left it at 
least one year previously. (These findings were published in an academic journal 
in 2007.)   When asking participants to reflect on what had changed, one mother 
made the following statement:  
 

“Probably the most unexpected thing that I got from PALS was keeping my 
son.  That doesn’t sound nice, but I honestly think if PALS hadn’t been 
there, I probably would have given up....It's now three years down the line, 
and it's working perfect.” 



 
This mother meant that she was considering having her child put into care, 
because of her despair at the situation that faced her.  The cost of keeping a 
child in care is at least £130,000 per year. The cost of PALS is estimated to be 
£200 per family for the six weeks.  If PALS was as powerful as this mother 
indicates, that means that we saved the City Council £129,800 that year.  These 
savings went unrecognised, though, because the City did not realise it was at risk 
of needing to spend them. 
 
There will be many more such hidden stories from early years investments.  The 
savings that are made often go unnoticed, either because they are hard to 
measure or because we have not thought about novel areas to measure.  This 
may include decreased doctors’ visits, decreased sick leave for parents, 
decreased callouts for police in the case of domestic violence. 
 
We need to think more carefully about how to measure savings, so that we are 
sure we have a full picture of the savings that are being made. 
 
My own sense is that, when we consider this richer story, we will realise that 
politicians and others do not need to be helped to be brave.  We will realise that 
we do not have to wait to save money. Rather, we will find that we are saving 
money now.  A more accurate model of investment is this:  INVEST NOW, SAVE 
NOW, AND SAVE LATER.   
 
Politicians who invest in early years are not being brave.  They are being prudent 
and wise, both now and for the future.  They are saving us money now. 
 
Indeed, one could go as far as to suppose that if there are not savings made in 
the short to medium term, there will be no long-term savings.  Long-term savings 
do not happen by magic, once we have finished waiting.  They happen because 
lots of little changes happened in the interim.  These little changes may not be 
ones we are used to thinking about in terms of measurement, but perhaps now is 
an opportunity to start thinking more creatively. 
 
If our considerations began to shift to this alternative model, I am certain that as 
a nation, we would feel more confident and more excited about making early 
years investments.  


