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ABOUT US
About Better Start Bradford

Better Start Bradford is part of the ten-year A Better Start programme 
set up and funded by The National Lottery Community Fund in 2015. 

Since 2015, A Better Start partnerships in Blackpool, Bradford, 
Lambeth, Nottingham and Southend-On-Sea have supported families 
to give their babies and very young children the best possible start in 
life, specifically to: 

● Improve children’s diet and nutrition to support healthy physical   
 development and protect against illness in later life. 

● Support children to develop social and emotional skills so they can  
 develop positive relationships and cope with difficult situations. 

● Help children develop their language and communication skills,   
 so that they can engage with the world around them. Help   
 children develop their language and communication skills, so that  
 they can engage with the world around them.

● Bring about changes in systems, practice and behaviour that   
 increased the focus on the first 1001 days of life and invest in   
 preventative and early intervention approaches that have been   
 demonstrated to have impact.

In Bradford, we created over 20 evidence-led projects and services for 
expectant families and families with children aged 0-3 in Bowling and 
Barkerend, Bradford Moor and Little Horton (the Better Start  
Bradford area).

Each one was designed with, and for, our specific communities, 
delivered by commissioned partner organisations, and evaluated 
throughout by the Better Start Bradford Innovation Hub (BSBIH).

Better Start Bradford set up the Innovation Hub with Born in Bradford 
at the Bradford Institute for Health Research (BIHR) to be our 
evaluation partner for the whole programme. We also commissioned 
the additional birth cohort, Born in Bradford Better Start (BiBBS), to 
allow a more extensive and longer-term evaluation. The findings of 
the BSBIH evaluation of each of the projects are threaded through 
these Impact Reports and are credited to BSBIH. 

This work has been supported by complementary strands of 
work, including community engagement, workforce development, 
campaigns and volunteering.
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The Incredible Years (IY) Toddler Basic project is an accredited parenting programme developed by Carolyn Webster Stratton and has a strong 
evidence basei. It was commissioned in September 2018 to Barnardo’s until 31 March 2024 in the Better Start Bradford area. Its primary goal as 
a universal service has been to improve parent-infant relationships and positive attachment by promoting positive parenting skills and strategies 
through peer support and shared learning. 

Throughout the programme, parents and carers learn how to manage their child’s emotions, how to help their toddlers handle separations 
and emotional regulation issues by using predictable routines. It supports parents/carers who would like to become more confident with their 
parenting skills with a view to developing safer and stronger relationships with their child.

In 2023, the project received Start for Life funding to deliver the Incredible Years Pre-school programme to parents and carers of children aged 
three to four years in the Bradford district. The project will continue its delivery until March 2026 as part of the national Start for Life Programme 
and has been successfully embedded into the local system.  

The Incredible Years 
Toddler Basic project 
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Why Incredible Years Toddler Basic   
was needed

The Better Start Bradford areas are some of the most deprived in Bradford with families living in some of the most difficult socioeconomic 
conditions. It is estimated that approximately 75% of families will experience one or more of a range of risk factors and will have varying levels  
of vulnerability.  

The Area Wellbeing Survey and Joint Strategic Needs Assessment (updated 2014) highlighted that children in the Better Start Bradford area were 
doing less well regarding their social, emotional and physical development. The Better Start Bradford wards also had a greater percentage of 
children that were assessed as not school ready and a greater number of children that were overweight at the point at which they enter school. 

Evidence suggests that a good parent-infant relationship is associated with the ability of a child to regulate their own behaviour and that 
the quality of the parent-infant relationship can influence the emotional and cognitive development of the child. It also impacts language 
development which can help mediate against aggressive behaviours in infants. 

The Incredible Years Toddler Basic project aimed to improve parent-infant relationships and positive attachment by promoting positive parenting 
strategies so that children felt loved, safe and secure.  

It was built on the assumption that some parenting behaviours inadvertently encourage unwanted child behaviour and that parents learn more 
effective strategies for dealing with unwanted child behaviour when they have opportunities to practise and perceive themselves as confident in 
using them. Effective parenting strategies also help children learn how to better manage their emotions and behaviour.  

The Incredible Years suite of programmes for children aged three and older came with a strong evidence base rated 4+ by the Early Intervention 
Foundation. It had extensive evidence of positive short-term outcomes for parents, carers and children that was based on decades of rigorous 
research evidence. There was also evidence suggesting that the earlier an intervention is provided, the greater impact it will have on a child’s 
life, which is why the Incredible Years Toddler Basic project was chosen in the Better Start Bradford area. Although new to Bradford, the 
Incredible Years Toddler Basic project had been implemented successfully internationally and in some areas of the UK, for example. North Wales, 
Manchester and Leeds. Two randomised control trials of Incredible Years Toddler Basic had found it to be effective for improving parenting 
practices, parental wellbeing and child behaviour including Pidano and Allen (2015)ii; Early Intervention Foundation (2016)iii; Hutchings et al 
(2017)iv and Perrin et al (2014).v However, there was limited research on its effectiveness in diverse populations and with families experiencing 
socioeconomic deprivation and disadvantage.
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Theory of Change and Logic Model 

We used a Theory of Change and Logic Model approach to design our services. These are included in the impact reports because they offer a 
useful summary of the service design. They are accompanied by an evaluation plan which is delivered by the Better Start Bradford Innovation 
Hub. The Theory of Change explains how we identified a need (for example poor health) for improved outcomes and why we believed the 
proposed service would provide a solution (based on evidence and science). The Logic Model shows the steps we would need to take to arrive at 
the desired outcomes. It identified the need, the target group(s), the inputs and activities which would impact on the outcomes and the changes 
we should expect to see in the short, medium and long term.  

Incredible Years Toddler Basic: The Theory of Change

It was anticipated that the Incredible Years Toddler Basic project would result in the following project level outcomes: 

● Parents/carers report that they understand and feel confident in using positive parenting strategies.

● Parents/carers report an improvement in their child’s behaviour. 

● Improvement in quality parent/child interactions at age two. 

In addition to the project level outcomes, it was expected that this project would contribute towards the following population level outcomes 
over the short, medium and long term:  

Short Term 
Children at the age of two years will have age-appropriate development in communication and language skills and can use language to express 
their physical and emotional needs. More toddlers have good social and emotional development with lower levels of aggression in pre-
schoolers.

Medium Term 
More children will enter school with the language and communication and social emotional skills they need to engage in this stage of early 
learning and to develop effective relationships. 

Long Term 
More children will be school ready and have better literacy and language skills through primary school, and better achievement on leaving 
primary school.
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Key components of the Universal 
Incredible Years Toddler Basic Project 

The Incredible Years Toddler Basic was aimed at parents of children 
aged between 12 and 36 months who lived in the Better Start 
Bradford area. It was delivered over 13 weeks in a group format by 
two trained facilitators who would promote peer support and shared 
learning within each two-hour session.  

The following 8 topics were covered over the 13-week period:

● Part 1 - Child-Directed Play Promotes Positive Relationships 

● Part 2 - Promoting Toddler’s Language with     
 Child-Directed Coaching 

● Part 3 - Social and Emotion Coaching 

● Part 4 - The Art of Praise and Encouragement 

● Part 5 - Spontaneous Incentives for Toddlers 

● Part 6 - Handling Separations and Reunions 

● Part 7 - Positive Discipline-Effective Limit Setting 

● Part 8 - Positive Discipline-Handling Misbehaviour

Parents learnt optimal ways to enhance child behaviour and help their 
toddlers handle separations and challenges with emotional regulation 
through the use of real-life video clips, stimulating parent group 
discussions and practice exercises featuring role play   
and coaching.   

Sessions were delivered in Children’s Centres, Family Hubs, health 
centres, schools, nurseries and community venues within the Better 
Start Bradford area and online during the COVID-19 pandemic.  

Parents/carers would receive up to three promotional contacts prior 
to the beginning of the group, consisting of a telephone contact 
and at least one home visit. The initial telephone contact would 
introduce parents to the project and help build parental confidence 
in attending. The home visit allowed for the completion of pre-course 
questionnaires and would help to alleviate any barriers that families 
might have in accessing the group such as accessibility needs, creche 
availability, language support or assistance with transport. It was 
important for participants to have a conversational level of English to 
get the best out of the project as interpreters were not   
routinely provided.   

The facilitators were also expected to undertake the three-day 
Incredible Years Group Facilitators training and regular group 
mentoring sessions to allow them to deliver the manualised project to 
a high level of fidelity. Facilitators were videoed as part of the process 
to support them to become confident in their facilitation skills, to 
reflect on their practice and to gain accreditation.  

Like all the Better Start Bradford projects, the Incredible Years Toddler 
Basic project was co-produced via a thorough service design process 
with parents from the local community and partners from health, the 
early years, our Partnership Board and research partners from the 
Better Start Bradford Innovation Hub. As always, it was important to 
keep the voice of the child and parents central when designing and 
delivering the service. 
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Incredible Years: Key challenges

Within the first six months, the project team worked closely with the 
Children’s Centres across the Better Start Bradford area and looked 
forward to benefiting from the footfall of parents accessing services. 
However, following the local authority’s decision to take all Children’s 
Centres back in-house and the change to Family Hubs catering for 0-19 
year olds, it was clear that a different strategy had to be used. There 
was less of a focus on 0-4 year olds and Family Support Workers were 
moved around the district, which led to a breakdown in relationships, 
communication and uncertainty about plans moving forward. Staff 
reduction and changes within the Health Visiting teams in Bradford 
East made referrals into the project more challenging.  

The change in landscape coincided with the COVID-19 pandemic 
and the rising levels of complexity and need for families. During this 
period, Barnardo’s were unable to deliver the project face-to-face 
as intended. However, they were able to offer families one-to-one 
telephone support, garden visits and activity packs based around the 
ethos and principles of Incredible Years. This allowed the facilitators 
to keep families engaged and connected to the project and to wider 
support services offering food parcels, family essentials and help 
with debt advice, housing and access to statutory and non-statutory 
services. It was felt that families would be more likely to engage in 
the project once their physiological needs were being met and when 
they had built a relationship with the project facilitators and felt safe 
enough to openly share their needs and concerns with them.  

Facilitators used the COVID-19 period to prepare for online groups 
by familiarising themselves with the digital platform Zoom, using 
breakout rooms and using alternative ways of sharing paperwork and 
outcome measures with parents. A ‘Week Zero’ was introduced to 
offer parents the technical support that they needed to download and 
use Zoom to a standard that allowed them to effectively participate 
and contribute to groups.  

The Incredible Years Project was recommissioned without changes 
from 1 April 2022 for two years to allow Barnardo’s to deliver the 
service as they had intended and to take stock of the learning that 
they had acquired both before and as a result of the pandemic. The 
COVID-19 restrictions resulted in face-to-face delivery being paused 
for six months and 14 group sessions being cancelled which impacted 
on the number of participants accessing the service.  

Having fewer programmes in the future would enable the team 
to boost the referral to enrolee conversion rate through increased 
community engagement. It would provide an opportunity for the 
rest of the group facilitators to complete their accreditation, which 
would contribute to gold standard delivery and enhanced fidelity to 
the programme. An additional home visit at the end of the program 
would allow for an increase in the completion rate of end of course 
paperwork. More families could be offered face-to-face and online 
courses for those unable to attend community venues. There could 
also be an opportunity to fully embed the service in Bradford and 
allow the Better Start Bradford Innovation Hub to gather more data 
and research the service in more depth.  
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Data and Evaluation

This Incredible Years Toddler Basic project received a standard implementation evaluation and a before and after evaluation over a period of 66 
months of delivery with data collected from September 2018 to March 2024.  

The implementation evaluation was used to assess if the Incredible Years Toddler Basic project could be delivered as designed and to understand 
what adaptions, if any, were required to ensure that it was acceptable to parents/carers and stakeholders. It was also about understanding who 
was participating in the project as part of the universal offer and to check for any barriers preventing access.    

The before and after evaluation looked at whether participants from the Incredible Years Toddler Basic project experienced positive changes 
in their mental health, parenting confidence, and child socioemotional development after participating in the group programme. This involved 
participants reporting any change or improvement on self-reported outcome measures at the end of the course. 

The participant flowchart below features some of the key findings from the data collection with regards to referrals, enrolees, participants and 
completers of Incredible Years Toddler Basic project:
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Other implementation findings from the project found that: 

● The most effective form of recruiting parents was through face-to-face contact with a facilitator, with over 70% of referrals coming directly  
 from the Incredible Years team which highlighted the success of their community engagement activities and ability to relate and build trust  
 with local families. 

● Delivering the intervention to a high level of fidelity with many enrolees receiving three pre-course contacts may have contributed to the  
 high rates of retention, high conversion rates and improvements in parent and toddler outcomes. 

Key strategies that supported parents in accessing the Incredible Years Toddler Basic project included the opportunity to access creche facilities, 
support with transport and language support if and when required. The creche provision enabled parents and carers to have space to reflect, 
learn and focus on their parenting skills. 

Without the strategies and support mechanisms detailed below, the numbers of families accessing the project would be lower. 



11

In terms of the before and after evaluation, there were significant improvements in parent’s sense of competence, and in children’s social and 
emotional development scores. Please see the findings on the before and after evaluation for data collected from September 2018 to August 
2023 below:  
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As can be seen with the Parenting Sense of Competence Scale (PSOC) there was a statistically significant positive improvement in parenting 
confidence based on responses from 162 parents and carers that completed the pre and post course measures. Similarly, a larger number of 
parents reported that they had ‘no concern’ about their child after completing the group programme, on the report measure Ages and Stages 
Questionnaire: Social – Emotional (ASQ:SE -2).  

Satisfaction of the programme, delivery and content was also high: 

● 95% of parents/carers reported that their bond with their child had improved or greatly improved.  

● 84% of parents/carers reported that the programme had helped them deal with personal or family problems not relating to their child.

● 74% of parents/carers reported they were confident in their ability to manage future behaviour problems.
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Recommendations

Future plans and considerations 

The Better Start Bradford Innovation Hub shared the following recommendation for practice:

In April 2024 the Incredible Years Toddler project secured funding from the Government’s Start for Life initiative to deliver the Incredible Years 
Preschool programme throughout the Bradford District, which is aimed at parents of children aged between three and six years old. 

The Incredible Years project team have engaged with the Better Start Bradford Innovation Hub to support the planning and designing of 
further enhanced evaluations as detailed in their final report in October 2023. This will include a Feasibility Trial within a Cohort Study, and a 
quantitative and a qualitative effectiveness evaluation, which is underway, with results expected in 2028. 

For more information on the Better Start Bradford Innovation Hub and resources and full evaluation report, please visit:
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Local and national strategic influences  
The Incredible Years programme aligns with several local and national strategies aimed at improving child development, mental health, and 
parenting support. Here’s how it connects:  

Local Strategies (Council and NHS Level) 

1. Local Authority Early Help Strategies 

Councils often integrate Incredible Years into their early help and family support services. 

2. Used by Children’s Centres and Family Hubs to support at-risk families. 

Local NHS Mental Health Services (CAMHS) 

3.	 Integrated	into	CAMHS	for	early	intervention	in	child	behavioural	and	emotional	difficulties.	
Education and School Readiness Plans 

Many local councils use Incredible Years within school readiness strategies to support emotional regulation and social skills. 

4.	 Community-Based	Parenting	Support	Initiatives	
Often part of local Family Partnership initiatives aiming to reduce crime, improve school attendance, and promote family well-being. 

National Strategies (UK) 

1.	Early	Intervention	and	Prevention	Policies	
The Early Intervention Foundation (EIF) promotes evidence-based programmes like Incredible Years to improve outcomes 
for children at risk of behavioural issues. 

Aligns with Sure Start initiatives focusing on early childhood support. 

Best Start in Life Strategy (2025): This Government strategy highlights that the foundations of success are laid in early childhood.

2. Public Health and Mental Health Strategies 

NHS 10-Year Health Plan for England (2025): A new health plan is underway, with three shifts of significant change around access of services, 
community care and a focus on prevention

Better Mental Health for All by Public Health England highlights parenting programmes as key in preventing child mental health issues. 

3.	Special	Educational	Needs	and	Disabilities	(SEND)	Strategy 

Supports SEND Code of Practice by helping children with behavioural difficulties and social-emotional needs. 

Helps reduce exclusions in schools by promoting positive behaviour. 

4. Social Care and Safeguarding Frameworks 

Working Together to Safeguard Children (2018) emphasises the role of parenting programmes in reducing abuse and neglect risks. 

5. Tackling Inequality & Social Mobility 

Supports Levelling Up policies and The Social Mobility Commission’s goals by promoting early childhood education and parental involvement. 
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After completing this course, 

I am mentally stronger and to 

handle my child’s behaviour 

and to set out routine’s. I think 

I achieved my goals to be more 

independent as well as my 

son. This programme brings 

positivity into every step of my 

child’s earlier years of life. Really 

grateful to my facilitators for this 

life changing programme.

The course was really funny at 

times. We had to do role plays 

where we had to act like our 

toddlers. It was hilarious watching 

the other mums throw tantrums.

The course has changed my 

perspective on how to deal with young 

children. I already apply most of what 

I have learnt on the course in my 

everyday life. Thank you very much.

After completing the programme, I now have more of an 

idea of what I am doing when my son has a tantrum. I feel 

that I have bonded more with my son, which has boosted 

my confidence. I was able to relate to other parent’s 

experiences; this gave me comfort as I am a young mum. 

Before attending the programme, I thought that everyone 

doubted my parenting and felt very alone, now I know that 

most mums struggle a bit.

The course has changed my life. 

I have changed so much as a 

parent and by letting my daughter 

enjoy and have the freedom to 

make her own play choices, I am 

more relaxed and enjoying every 

minute of this parenting journey.
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Case Studies

Huma’s Story
The Incredible Years Toddler Basic course really appealed to me because generally, as a mother, you come across certain The Incredible Years Toddler Basic course really appealed to me because generally, as a mother, you come across certain 
situations with your children and you wonder if you are doing it right, especially if other people are around. I would try situations with your children and you wonder if you are doing it right, especially if other people are around. I would try 
to ignore my son’s behaviour but then you feel like you are pleasing the people around you. I felt I would benefit from to ignore my son’s behaviour but then you feel like you are pleasing the people around you. I felt I would benefit from 
some guidance on how to handle tantrums and other challenging behaviour. some guidance on how to handle tantrums and other challenging behaviour. 

From the start, I felt very comfortable doing the course, they even put a crèche on, so my son was occupied while I did From the start, I felt very comfortable doing the course, they even put a crèche on, so my son was occupied while I did 
the training. It was very informal and you weren’t ever made to feel like you were being ‘taught’. They would show us the training. It was very informal and you weren’t ever made to feel like you were being ‘taught’. They would show us 
videos with different examples of parenting and how to overcome different situations. videos with different examples of parenting and how to overcome different situations. 

The core of the course was when you got to discuss your own experiences and how you dealt with situations and how The core of the course was when you got to discuss your own experiences and how you dealt with situations and how 
the other parents did – it made me realise that I wasn’t alone. the other parents did – it made me realise that I wasn’t alone. 

Throughout the course, I learned how important play is for your child’s development and how spending some focused Throughout the course, I learned how important play is for your child’s development and how spending some focused 
time with your children can really keep them happy. We learned many things such as being very descriptive when time with your children can really keep them happy. We learned many things such as being very descriptive when 
playing. With my son, for example I will talk to him as he picks up a coloured block, ‘that’s the red block you are picking playing. With my son, for example I will talk to him as he picks up a coloured block, ‘that’s the red block you are picking 
up’. His vocabulary has really improved since I have done the course. up’. His vocabulary has really improved since I have done the course. 

We were also encouraged to praise our children continuously. I didn’t realise how much we need this until the course We were also encouraged to praise our children continuously. I didn’t realise how much we need this until the course 
challenged us to praise ourselves and praise our husbands – you don’t realise that you don’t do enough of that generally challenged us to praise ourselves and praise our husbands – you don’t realise that you don’t do enough of that generally 
and how good it feels. My husband was quite surprised when I actually praised him! and how good it feels. My husband was quite surprised when I actually praised him! 

We would get activities to do at home with our children and family. One week, We would get activities to do at home with our children and family. One week, 
we had to play with our child using something from around the house. One we had to play with our child using something from around the house. One 
day, my son was crying to watch TV and instead I filled a little tub up day, my son was crying to watch TV and instead I filled a little tub up 
with water and we put toys in the water and took them out. My with water and we put toys in the water and took them out. My 
son absolutely loved it and spent a good half hour playing this son absolutely loved it and spent a good half hour playing this 
game – it was such fun! game – it was such fun! 

The Incredible Years team really looked after us, they came The Incredible Years team really looked after us, they came 
and did a home visit before the course started, and this and did a home visit before the course started, and this 
made me feel that they knew me on a personal level. made me feel that they knew me on a personal level. 
They would always check on us each week to see They would always check on us each week to see 
how we were doing as sometimes the homework how we were doing as sometimes the homework 
could be challenging to fit in but they would always could be challenging to fit in but they would always 
understand and make us feel so valued. understand and make us feel so valued. 

16
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E’s Story 
E is a mum to a two-year-old and had concerns about her daughter’s tantrums and speaking. She struggled to play with other E is a mum to a two-year-old and had concerns about her daughter’s tantrums and speaking. She struggled to play with other 
children and sharing was a problem. Mum really wanted to do all she could to support her child and accepted a place on the children and sharing was a problem. Mum really wanted to do all she could to support her child and accepted a place on the 
Incredible Years course which was held at the nursery her child was attending. The welcoming atmosphere, refreshments and the Incredible Years course which was held at the nursery her child was attending. The welcoming atmosphere, refreshments and the 
fun and non-judgmental approach of the facilitators made it easier for mum to attend and participate in the group. The videos gave fun and non-judgmental approach of the facilitators made it easier for mum to attend and participate in the group. The videos gave 
her ideas of what she could practice at home and were useful as English was a second language for her.  her ideas of what she could practice at home and were useful as English was a second language for her.  

Mum remembered doing the practice and she was asked to play as a child. When she was praised by the parents playing the mum Mum remembered doing the practice and she was asked to play as a child. When she was praised by the parents playing the mum 
she felt happy. This helped her to see from the point of her daughter, and she decided she would be using more praise words in her she felt happy. This helped her to see from the point of her daughter, and she decided she would be using more praise words in her 
home. Mum reported that being more positive around her daughter made her daughter feel happier and content and she noticed home. Mum reported that being more positive around her daughter made her daughter feel happier and content and she noticed 
that over a period, her daughter was displaying fewer tantrums and was routinely coming to her for more hugs. that over a period, her daughter was displaying fewer tantrums and was routinely coming to her for more hugs. 

E said, “Incredible Years has really helped me to see the world from my child’s point and what her needs really are rather than me E said, “Incredible Years has really helped me to see the world from my child’s point and what her needs really are rather than me 
guessing and thinking that she is being difficult just to annoy me. Praising was something that I didn’t do much of and I’m so glad I guessing and thinking that she is being difficult just to annoy me. Praising was something that I didn’t do much of and I’m so glad I 
chose to see positives rather than negatives.  chose to see positives rather than negatives.  

“I’ve learnt that children get 80% negative words during their day. That was sad to know. The facilitators were brilliant, they really “I’ve learnt that children get 80% negative words during their day. That was sad to know. The facilitators were brilliant, they really 
did make the sessions fun and exciting, I only wish it never ended!” did make the sessions fun and exciting, I only wish it never ended!” 
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