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SUMMARY
Growing up in poverty has many long term consequences for both the individual
child and society at large. Preparing for Life (PFL) is an early intervention programme
which aims to improve children’s health and development by intervening during
pregnancy and working with families until children start school. Since 2008,
researchers at the UCD Geary Institute for Public Policy/School of Economics, have
been using a randomised controlled trial design to measure the impact of PFL on
children’s development. The results to date, concerning parent and child outcomes,
have led to the expansion of PFL in a number of other disadvantaged communities
through the Government’s Area-Based Childhood Programme. 

The Preparing for Life (PFL) programme is being evaluated by
researchers at the UCD Geary Institute for Public Policy/UCD
School of Economics using a longitudinal randomised
controlled trial design and an implementation analysis. The
experimental component involves the random allocation of
participants to a high treatment group or a low treatment
group. Both groups receive developmental toys, access to free
preschool, public health workshops, and a support worker.
Participants in the high treatment group also receive home
visits from a trained mentor and have group parent training via
the Triple P Positive Parenting Programme. 233 women were
recruited and randomly assigned to the high or low treatment
groups. Between 2008 and 2016 the team have measured child
development, child health, parenting, home environment,

maternal health and wellbeing, social support, childcare,
household factors and socio-economic status when the children
were 6, 12, 18, 24, 36, and 48 months of age. The results to date
suggest that the programme has been effective in improving
parenting skills, as well as child development and health. In
particular, at 48 months, children in the high treatment group
exhibited stronger fine motor skills and cognitive development,
in addition to a reduced incidence of clinically significant levels
of externalising and internalising problems, compared to the
low treatment group. They were also less likely to be
overweight, and have sleep problems. While the effects on
parenting and child health emerged during infancy, the majority
of the effects on child development were restricted to the later
time periods.
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DETAILS OF THE IMPACT
This research has had an impact on four key groups: parents and children, service
providers, policy-makers, and the academic community.  

In terms of our academic impact, the research team have published in leading
journals and working papers series. Dr. Doyle, the principal investigator's (PI),
work has been cited over 1,069 times according to Google Scholar (882 of these
since 2011) with an H-index of 16. She is one of the few Irish researchers to have
published in the top ranking child development journal ‘Child Development’ (IF:
4.9). Her article Doyle et al. (2009) is one of the most cited articles in the journal
‘Economics and Human Biology’. The PI has been invited to present at numerous
academic seminars including: University of Sydney, University of Queensland,
Aarhus University, Xiamen University, University College London, University of
Chicago, University of Stirling, Royal Holloway University of London, Bristol
University, TCD, NUI Galway and Queen’s University Belfast. She has also
presented at many international conferences including the European Economics
Association Annual Congress, the Society for Research in Child Development
Biennial Conference, and the World Association for Infant Mental Health World
Congress to name a few. 

In terms of policy impact, the government announcement in Budget 2012 of a
further €30million investment in Area-Based Childhood (ABC) Programmes by
the Department of Children and Youth Affairs and Atlantic Philanthropies has
been attributed to the findings from the original evaluations of the Prevention
and Early Intervention Programme sites, of which the PFL study was one. 

In terms of impact on service providers, based on the interim results, the PFL
programme is now being rolled out to all families in the PFL catchment area, as
well as three additional disadvantaged communities in Ireland. Thus, the work
has led to a direct impact on parents and children.  Within the PFL communities
alone, 145 new parents are receiving the PFL programme as of April 2016. While
this research is helping to ensure the direct provision of the programme in
Ireland, the dissemination of the work has also contributed to the international
evidence-base on the effectiveness of home visiting programmes. The team have
been invited to present to a number of international governments and policy
units including the Economics Research Unit of the Welsh Government, the UK’s
Cabinet Office Behavioural Insights Team, and the Irish Public Service Evaluation
Network. They have also engaged in knowledge transfer with practitioners and
service providers including the Longford Westmeath Parenting Partnership, Irish
Pre-school Play Association, and Early Childhood Ireland. 

Finally, impact regarding knowledge transfer has been achieved through network
development, for example, the PI is the Chair of the Children’s Research Network
of Ireland and Northern Ireland, which has over 400 members drawn from
academia, policy and practice arenas. Through regular workshops, summer
schools and the annual conference, the work of the team is brought to a large
and diverse audience thus maximising impact. 
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