Disadvantaged families at greatest risk from austerity cuts to children’s centres
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As authors of the research outlined in your report dated 19 January we were pleased by the BMJ coverage of our findings on Children’s Centres. (1) However, our report also demonstrated that the threat posed by austerity cuts was magnified when considering the 20% most financially disadvantaged families in our sample. (2)

Our report (2) presented three pieces of evidence that support this conclusion:

1. Disadvantaged families benefited most when they attended a children’s centre that was not implementing cuts (p.113-114). For example, ‘parent-child dysfunctional interactions’ were significantly reduced in centres expanding services rather than making cuts. However, this effect doubled in size when considering only the most disadvantaged (Effect Size=-0.24, p<0.05; p.113) rather than all families (Effect Size=-0.12, p<0.05; p.102)

2. The 20% most-disadvantaged families spent more time at their registered children’s centre than did more-advantaged families (Table 7.9; p.110).

3. Disadvantaged families were less likely to use services at locations other than their registered centre (Figures 7.5 & 7.6; p.111).

Referring to your quote from Michael Marmot,

“Sure Start children’s centres can improve parenting and have a favourable impact on parent-child interactions. The better resourced the centre, the more favourable the impact. Closing these centres, or reducing their funding, is a false economy.”

Not only do our results support Marmot’s statement, they also extend it. The better resourced the centre - the more they can narrow gaps linked to poverty and disadvantage.
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