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SURE START – THE BEST POSSIBLE START? 
SEMINAR REPORT 

 
In October 2006 Children in Scotland and Save the Children in Scotland held a seminar to 
discuss Sure Start in Scotland.  
 
This report outlines the key issues raised by participants at the seminar. (A list of those who 
attended can be seen on page 6). 
 
The aims of the seminar were to: 
 
1. Discuss the impact of Sure Start on children and families living in deprived areas 

across Scotland  
2. Consider the current level of evaluation of Sure Start services at both local and 

national level in Scotland. 
3. Ensure the voice of practitioners was heard in relation to these matters. 
 
The views raised in this report are not necessarily those of Children in Scotland or Save the 
Children in Scotland. 
 
Main messages 
 
The seminar highlighted the importance of early childhood prevention and intervention 
services to families in Scotland and the valuable role Sure Start has in providing these.  
 
Whilst there was praise for the impact individual Sure Start projects have on the ground the 
seminar brought to light a number of major concerns about the programme in general. 
 
• It is felt that the Scottish Executive considers Sure Start to be a high profile programme 

equal to the equivalent English programme. However it should be recognised that the 
Scottish programme does not have the same prominence with either families or service 
providers. 

 
• Given the importance placed on early intervention with families in vulnerable areas by 

the Scottish Executive it is felt that services should not have to rely on the Ôpiece mealÕ 
approach to funding that is currently in place in Scotland. The lack of long term, 
mainstreamed, or ring fenced, funding for early years sector has a negative impact on 
service planning and in particular on staff retention. 

 
• Sure Start funding is used in many different ways within and between local areas and 

because of this, practitioners lack a clear understanding of what Sure Start is and what 
the central aims of the initiative are.  

 
• Evaluating the impact of Sure Start funding is extremely problematic. This is due to 

funding not being mainstreamed, or ring fenced and the lack of central aims of the 
initiative.  

 
 
The following sections provide further details on the views of practitioners who attended 
the event. 
 
 
1.   POSITIVE IMPACTS OF SURE START IN LOCAL AREAS 
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•  Early Intervention and Parent Support Services  
 
Sure Start services play a key role in supporting parents in local areas.   The early 
intervention approach allows practitioners to work with families when their children are 
very young.  Improving parentsÕ self-esteem is a key starting point. Improving parentÕs 
confidence in turn benefits children directly.  
 
• A holistic ‘one stop shop’ ethos is central to Sure Start being effective. 
 
Participants felt that one of the most significant benefits of the Sure Start initiative is the 
ethos of a co-ordinated, holistic approach to supporting vulnerable children and their 
parents. Many of the services provided through Sure Start funds are based around a Ôone 
stop shopÕ approach to childcare and supporting parents back into the labour market e.g. 
Rosemount Lifelong Learning in Glasgow. Participants believe that the benefits of this kind 
of service are extremely positive for families. However, it was noted that this approach 
only works when the professionals involved share the same philosophy. The demands on 
staff and implications for staff training of providing Ôwrap around Õ support to families was 
noted. 
 
 
2. ISSUES WHICH REQUIRE CONSIDERATION AND DEVELOPMENT 
 
Funding 
 
The key issues raised in relation to the funding of Sure Start were: 
 
• Minimum of 3 year funding  
 
The lack of long term funding makes planning and developing services and retaining staff 
very difficult.  The lack of long term planning for projects has a real impact on families and 
children. Families build relationships with services and staff. When staff change or services 
close families are left disappointed and in crisis. 
 
• Co-ordination of funding streams/initiatives within the Scottish Executive.    
 
Participants felt that within the Scottish Executive there could be a more co-ordinated 
approach to funding early years services.  Local authorities and individual services often 
have to apply for funding from a number of sources Ð e.g. Sure Start, Changing ChildrenÕs 
Services Fund, etc. A more integrated approach at central level would reduce duplication of 
effort at service level. 
 
• Ring-fenced Sure Start monies  

 
One major concern was that Sure Start money is not being spent on early years/vulnerable 
families, with many delegates believing that Sure Start money is sidetracked into other 
budgets to cover overspends. Delegates supported ring-fencing at least some of the money 
for core services. However, they recognised that the current system allows a flexible, 
ÔlocalisedÕ approach focusing on those in most need and that this may be lost with a 
centrally agreed model. Delegates from Glasgow made particular reference to the 
inaccessibility of Sure Start funds and the lack of transparency about actual spend.    
 
Scottish Executive Guidance 
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• Core Guidance  
 
Whilst delegates welcomed the flexibility of Sure Start funding there were concerns that the 
current system creates duplication of effort. Delegates felt that central guidance on core 
elements of the Sure Start programme would be useful to staff on the ground in order to 
avoid 32 local authorities Ôreinventing the wheelÕ.  Better sharing of good practice and 
networking may also help to avoid this situation. (The Executive highlighted the current 
Sure Start website and e-bulletin http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/People/Young-People/children-
families/15939/ebulletin). In addition better guidance from the Scottish Executive would result 
in a stronger strategic direction for Sure Start as a whole.  
 
Evaluation 
 
There are mixed views in relation to the evaluation of Sure Start. Whist delegates had 
different opinions of how best to evaluate the programme there was general agreement that 
evaluation is needed to ensure that valuable public funds are being spent appropriately and 
effectively.  
 
The key points raised in relation to evaluation were: 
 
• Evaluation should be simple: 
 
Delegates felt that the very nature of the Sure Start programme makes evaluation difficult. 
The integrated approach to service provision means that very often Sure Start funding does 
not fund a whole service rather it funds workers within existing services. The Ôcocktail 
fundingÕ approach to early years services means separating out one funding stream for 
evaluation purposes is difficult.  

 
In addition, services are not always able to identify hard outcomes. Some outcomes are 
easier to measure than others. Services are able to identify the number of families they are 
in contact with but less able to measure one workerÕs impact on parental confidence for 
example.  
 
It was felt that the current system of evaluation, which includes a mapping exercise, places 
too great a burden on services. Criticisms of the current system include: 

    
 Lack of support from local authorities and Scottish Executive. 
 It is too descriptive and statistical.  
 There are no agreed baseline figures. 
 The tools for evaluation are not in place from the start of projects. 
 Lack of training on how to record work and impact on families.  
 No clear structure for evaluation. 

 
Many of the delegates felt that a simple approach to evaluation would be the most effective. 
Suggestions included asking local authorities to identify: 

 
 How much money they receive from the Sure Start programme? 
 Where it was allocated? 
 What is it spent on? 
Other delegates felt that long term studies of local areas would reveal the real impact of 
Sure Start Funding, although many admitted this would be costly and the money would be 
better spent on direct services. 
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Delegates suggested that a stronger focus on local needs assessment would be helpful to 
local services and could assist in demonstrating positive outcomes.  Delegates also 
suggested that the sharing of good practice should be explicitly encouraged. 

 
 
 

3. AREAS OF UNMET NEED 
 
Participants highlighted the following areas of unmet need: 
 
• Transitions to school. 
 
Parents involved with Sure Start services feel supported during their childÕs early years but 
find that when their children attend primary school the intensive support they are 
accustomed to disappears.  More focus is needed to supporting parents during, and after, 
their childÕs entry into formal education. Whilst in practice many services already 
undertake work with older children there is concern that existing Sure Start funding would 
be unable to support this expansion. 

 
• Outreach work. 
 
Many parents benefit more from outreach work in their homes than from attending services 
or centres. More money is required to do outreach work, particularly in rural areas where 
transport costs and access are an issue. 

 
• Premises  
 
Local projects often struggle to find suitable, affordable premises. 
 
• Parenting and family support. 
 
There is a lack of strategic direction with regards to parental support. Whilst support to 
parents is a key strand of Sure Start work there are also many other groups of workers  
(health visitors, social workers etc) providing support to families at some level, many with 
little or no real experience or training.  The development of a strategic direction for all 
parent support work would be welcomed by practitioners.  
 
In addition parenting skills should be linked to formal education and become part of the 3-
18 curriculum.   
  
• Services for Ethnic Minorities and Asylum Seekers. 
 
Practitioners felt that there was a lack of services for ethnic minorities and asylum seekers. 
There is an immediate need to develop appropriate services however this can be difficult 
due to fluxtuating populations.  

 
• Rural Vulnerable groups.  
 
Families in rural areas often struggle to receive the necessary support particularly those 
living in isolated communities. 
 
• Services for children who require Additional Support for Learning. 
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Participants feel that there is a lack of services for children who require additional support 
for learning, particularly parental support services.  Whilst these services are much needed 
there was concern that developments in this area would over strength existing tight budgets 
even further. 
 
• Vulnerable families.  
 
There was concern that, whilst it was right that families most in need receive help and 
support, there is a layer of families who are needy but not in crisis and they miss out on 
valuable services.  

 
 

4. IMPROVEMENTS  
 
• Local projects need improved access to existing Sure Start funding. 
 
• Additional funding is required to ensure that current levels of support can continue and 

that services can expand to address unmet need.  
 
• Further consideration of the balance between universal and targeted services is needed.  

Support for vulnerable families would be better met through better universally available 
services with specialist support available for particular groups  

 
• Clear strategic direction regarding Sure StartÕs role in meeting families needs during 

pre-school and transition to primary school. 
 
• Clear strategic direction for family support provision, including the role of Sure Start 

services and the many other agencies involved in providing support to families. This 
should include clear guidance on the function and responsibilities of Ôlead 
professionalsÕ tasked with ensuring effective support is in place for families. 

 
• Training in how to effectively work with adults is required for professionals who work 

with children. 
 
• Action is required to encourage men into the childcare sector and to support men to 

engage with early years services. 
 
• Better integration of policy and funding strands. The current Ôpiece mealÕ approach to 

funding early years services actually make integrated working harder. 
 
 
5.  TAKING THE ISSUES RAISED FORWARD 
 
Children in Scotland and Save the Children will be engaging in dialogue and raise 
awareness of the identified issues with the Scottish Executive and Scottish Parliament.  
 
 
 
For further information please contact:  
 
Claire Telfer, Policy & Parliamentary Officer, Save the Children, e: 
c.telfer@savethechildren.org.uk p: 0131 527 8200  
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or Catriona Thomson. Development Officer, Children in Scotland e: 
cthomson@childreninscotland.org.uk  p 0131 222 2445 
 
 
 
Participants 
 
Name  Organisation Email 
Paula Gilmartin Sure Start Family 

Resource Project 
gilmartinp@northlan.gov.uk 

Gillian Reid Oaklands School gillian.reid@oaklands.edin.sch.uk 
Anne Hand Oaklands School a.hand@oaklands.edin.sch.uk 
Janice Friskey Sure Start Family 

Resource Project 
friskeyj@northlan.gov.uk 

Lillian Goldie West Dunbartonshire 
Council 

lillian.goldie@west-
dunbarton.gov.uk 

Christopher Myers Scottish Executive chris.myers@scotland.gsi.gov.uk 

Margaret Tod Scottish Executive margaret.tod@scotland.gsi.go.uk 
Julia Campbell Home-start Ross & 

Cromarty 
homestartrandc@btconnect.com 

Ally Robb North Lanarkshire Council robba@northlan.gov.uk 
Janet Wyngard Home Link janet.w@homelinkbefriending.or

g 
Christine Crocker NHS Tayside christine.crocker@tpct.scot.nhs.u

k 
Irene Foster NHS Health Scotland irene.foster@health.scot.nhs.uk 
Fiona Forsyth Rosemount fiona.forsyth@rosemount.ac.uk 
Cheryl Brown Midlothian Sure Start cherylleebrown@hotmail.com 
Gillian Hunter Midlothian Sure Start cherylleebrown@hotmail.com 
Maggie McNab NHS Tayside maggiemcnab@nhs.net 
Marjory Anderson NHS Tayside marjoryanderson@nhs.net 
Alison Mackenzie Argyll & Bute alison.mackenzie@argyll-

bute.gov.uk 
Liz Riche Forth Valley liz.riche@nhs.net 
 
 


