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• Defining the terms 

• Why is the perinatal period so important? 

• Why focus on babies in homeless families? 

• Types of homelessness and number of babies 

affected  

• How homelessness can affect perinatal and infant 

mental health 

• What changes will make a difference? 
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“Perinatal” – pregnancy and the first year of life 

 

"Infant mental health” (IMH) is the healthy social 

and emotional development of a child from birth to 3 

years 

– Responsive relationships with consistent 

primary caregivers help build positive attachments 

that support healthy social-emotional 

development 
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Definitions 
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Why is the perinatal period so important? 
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Early adversity casts a long shadow 



• What happens in pregnancy can last a life time 

 

 

• The first years of life provide  

the foundation for future  

development 

 

 

 

• Time of both opportunity and vulnerability for 

new families 
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Why is the perinatal period so important? 



• Homeless infants experience a significant decline in 

general developmental function between 4 and 30 

months 

 

• Pregnancy and homelessness = possible increased risk of 

preterm birth, low birth weight, poor mental health 

in infants and children, and developmental delay = 

associated with the risk of poor outcomes in later life. 

 

• Babies are more vulnerable to homelessness than older 

children  

 but they are overlooked in practice and policy 

 because they cannot speak out 
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Why focus on babies in homeless families? 



Types of 

homelessness 

Types of homelessness 



 

 

 

How many pregnant women & babies are affected? 



Number of babies affected: our estimates 



Impact on perinatal and infant mental health  



• Stress, anxiety 

• Exhaustion 

• Loss of control, loss of self-worth,  

• Isolation 

• Loss of social support 

• Financial concerns 

• Poor living conditions 

• Exacerbate pre-existing mental health difficulties 

 

 What is the impact on pregnancy and early 

 relationships?  
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Why does homelessness affect mental health? 



• Maternal stress during pregnancy is associated 

with poorer physical, emotional and cognitive 

outcomes for infants 

 

• Stress hormones (cortisol) are pumped into our 

blood when we become anxious – this can alter 

the development of the baby’s brain 

 

• Impact on self-care  

 

• Mothers experiencing anxiety/depression in 

pregnancy often go on to have similar symptoms 

during the postnatal period 
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Why does poor mental health matter in pregnancy? 
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Example 

“They just thought it wasn’t safe for me to 
stay [in the single person’s hostel] but I was 
actually there until I was eight months 
pregnant. I moved in [to the family hostel] 
about the end of November and the baby was 
born on Boxing day so only a couple of weeks 
I moved before I had her”.  

Beth told us about how she had to move home 
twice within weeks of her daughter’s birth.  
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Example 

“I went into pre-term labour with Sam from stresses 

and I literally had to go in hospital every week and go 

and have a test to make sure they didn’t think I was 

going to have him early and they put that down to 

stress … I do blame [the local authority] for that 

because it doesn’t take more than half an hour to go 

and check a flat and make sure it’s stable enough to 

put a person in there that’s pregnant. There was 

mould all over the place. Like I was sick a lot when I 

was pregnant from the mould … It was getting to the 

point where I thought I was going to go mad. I was 

stuck in these four walls …” Cathy 



• Sensitive, consistent, attuned and loving care is 

very important 

• ‘Serve and return’ interactions  

• Poor mental health and lack of support can make 

this harder 
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How can homelessness impact on IMH? 

“I can’t understand how some people have stayed [in the 
hostel] six or seven years. I’d just go potty. I think I’d go mad 

because already in that room, I was only there sixteen months 
and the doctor said to me, I think you need to be on anti-

depressants. I’d just wake up in the morning in the bed and 
just want to go back to sleep – have a look around and just 

want to go back to sleep.”  Beth 



• Increased risk of being in contact with child 

protection services – feature in Serious Case 

Reviews 

 

• Babies are particularly vulnerable to abuse and 

neglect  
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Homelessness and safeguarding 



• Frequent moves  
 
• Placement out of their local area 
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Impact on getting help 



• Relationship breakdown with professionals such 

as GPs and midwives.  

 

• Families can decide that it is not worth 

registering with a GP, & families lack the stable 

address that they need to prove eligibility for 

services and claim benefits. 

 

• It can be harder for home visits to take place in 

temporary accommodation. 
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Impact on getting help 



• Families may not know where the services are 

or how to access them. 

 

• Practical and emotional issues can make it harder 

for families to engage with services. These 

include a lack of money to pay for transport, fear of 

stigma, low confidence and anxiety issues. 

 

• Impact on joined up working where multiple 

services are involved 
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Impact on getting help 



Social support can be a buffer 

 

• Support from family and friends associated with: 

•  better outcomes for mothers and babies – 

mother’s mental health, baby’s heath at birth, 

breastfeeding  

• Infant-mother relationship, particularly when 

the family is under stress  
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Impact on getting help 



Prioritisation 
 
• Improved data collection 
 
• Local Health and Wellbeing Boards ensure 

that the number, make-up and needs of 
homeless families are represented in their 
Joint Strategic Needs Assessments. 

 
• Local Safeguarding Children’s Boards 

(LSCBs) review the role that housing 
problems have played in Serious Case 
Reviews - action needed 

 

What changes will make a difference?  
 

 



Service and policy integration 

 

• Integrated pathways and processes of information 

sharing between housing, health, children’s and 

adult services. 

 

• All homeless families receive high quality, evidence-

based support from universal and targeted services, 

particularly during the perinatal period. 

–  Specialist training for health visitors and 

midwives to understand the needs of homeless 

families, are accountable for their care and have 

manageable caseloads  

 

What changes will make a difference?   

 

 

 



Stability for families  

 

• When babies are moved between accommodation, 

an assessment of the suitability of the new 

accommodation, the family’s readiness to move and 

the support they will receive is conducted. 

 

• The Government conducts an urgent review of out 

of area placements and their impact on families, 

babies and children.  
 

 

What changes will make a difference?  

 

  

 

 

 

 

 

 



Gold Standard for babies  



 

If you would like to download the full  

report,  please go to:  

www.nspcc.org.uk 

 

Report authors: Sally Hogg (NSPCC),  

Alice Haynes (NSPCC), Tessa Baradon  

(Anna Freud Centre) and Chris Cuthbert  

(NSPCC) 

 

A resource pack on the QNI  

Homeless Health Network:  

http://qni.org.uk/docs/2015%20E-learning 

%20slide%20pack_NSPCC%20(2).pdf 

25 

How to access the report 

http://www.nspcc.org.uk/
http://qni.org.uk/docs/2015 E-learning
http://qni.org.uk/docs/2015 E-learning
http://qni.org.uk/docs/2015 E-learning
http://qni.org.uk/docs/2015 E-learning


 
Comments, 
questions and 
experiences to 
share? 


