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Background 

Barnardo’s services in Renfrewshire and Inverclyde support parents and infants from pregnancy to 3 years old who face a range of adversities that increase the risk of mental health problems. Adopting a whole-family approach, the 'Growing Together' programme offers a solution focused approach to supporting families with children under three years through parenting and peer support. 40 per cent of current service users are care experienced.

Situation

*Julie, Jack and 5 month old son, Max were referred to Barnardo’s Growing Together Service by their Health Visitor.  There were concerns regarding Julie’s low mood; finances and social isolation. Further concerns included: cannabis misuse, reported domestic incidents between parents and a history of lack of engagement with services. Both parents experienced adverse childhood experiences including child protection concerns resulting in family separation. Julie and Jack reported this resulted in them having negative experiences with supporting agencies resulting in mistrust and poor working relationships.  Julie discovered she was pregnant with the couple’s second child. Julie initially expressed shock; she stopped taking her prescribed mental health medication resulting in extreme low mood; memory problems; being tearful and suicidal ideation. At this point, Jack and Julie increased their cannabis misuse impacting wellbeing and finances.
Action Taken

Barnardo’s Family Support Worker (FSW) was aware of the historical difficulties the family faced and used a planned and patient approach to build a positive relationship.  This included joint visits with the Health Visitor who had an existing relationship.  The FSW’s primary role was to assist Julie to re-engage with Mental Health Services to re-assess her current mood and to develop a care plan to meet Max’s needs through whole family support.  Following a domestic incident, Julie requested to speak to the FSW and the Health Visitor.  Julie was open and honest about her fears about becoming a parent again; her fluctuating mood and also the chaotic on/off relationship with Jack.  The FSW offered Julie and Max a mixture of office and home visits which at times included the Health Visitor.  The purpose of this support was to build Julie’s parenting confidence whilst promoting positive working relationships.  Julie started a parenting programme with the FSW and also joined a Sensory Play Group with Max.  Jack was still reluctant to engage.    Zoe, the couple’s second child was born at the start of 2021. Initial observations indicated that Julie and Jack had adapted well to caring for another child.  Julie continued to having ongoing discussions around her mental health and the daily struggles regarding parenting. Through using a non-judgemental, consistent and transparent approach Julie’s barriers started to decrease and her fear that her children would be removed from her care steadily reduced as the working relationship progressed.  Jack remained in the background during home visits but had limited interaction.

Responding during COVID-19

In March 2021, the Covid-19 pandemic led to changes in service delivery.  The service remained open throughout the pandemic and adapted their family support to include: telephone support; Walk and Talks; Door-step Visits; provision of play at home activity packs, one to one play sessions and home visits.  Initially Jack and Julie reported to coping with the changes but it emerged their cannabis misuse had increased and their relationship was again unstable.  This was addressed during a home visit with both parents who acknowledged and accepted concerns.  They discussed having a greater insight into their children’s needs from the Barnardos support and commitment to breaking the parenting cycle to ensure their children had a different childhood from they had. Despite the parent’s difficulties it was evident that they clearly loved their children and both children have consistently met their developmental milestones and present as happy and well cared for children.  

Outcomes

Julie and Jack were supported in applying for an early nursery placement for Max to help establish routines and also add structure to the parent’s day.  Julie required a lot of reassurance regarding Covid safety before she would allow Max to attend.  He has now started nursery and initial reports are that he has settled well.  This has reduced pressures on Julie and Jack to allow them to have individual time with Zoe. 
Over the past year, the family were supported with food parcels and energy through the Scottish Wellbeing Fund. The FSW discussed finances with the parents and also addressed that the smell of cannabis could be detected on the children’s items.  Julie disclosed to the FSW that cannabis misuse had been a daily occurrence and both Jack and she had been smoking cannabis since their early teens. Julie began to have open discussions about the impact this has had on her and her family’s life. Julie has recognised how substance misuse has contributed to her mental health problems and financial difficulties. Julie and Jack have now reported they have stopped their drug misuse and are starting to feel the physical, emotional and financial benefits. 

The couple have decided to separate and with the support of the FSW they have devised a co-parenting plan to allow for consistency and routine for the children.  At present Julie and Jack have an amicable relationship. The family have made immense progression in challenging times but they are at the start of their journey and will require additional support.

*Names have been changed to protect the identity of the family. 
