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“�By working with Stepping 
Stones, I feel we can 
really make a difference 
to the circumstances and 
outcomes of families.”
Midwife, Pennywell Team
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adopted or in kinship care, we have 
been working with Circle to deliver  
a pilot project in Edinburgh. Funded 
by the Scottish Government we have 
sought to provide a safe space for birth 
parents to talk about their experiences 
and offer support to enable parents to 
make meaningful changes to improve 
their life circumstances. This has been 
acknowledged as a gap within the city 
for quite some time, and the funding 
has provided us with the opportunity 
to learn from partners who work in this 
field and from research further afield. 
With a full caseload now in place, we 
look forward to seeing how this work 
develops in the coming year and if 
funding will be available to continue 
this much-needed piece of work.   

Alongside these partnership projects 
we have continued our commitment 
to working collaboratively at a strategic 
level, with involvement across a broad 
range of groups including the North 
West Locality Operational Group, 
Voluntary Sector Forum and the Lothian 
Perinatal Collaborative. These spaces, 

alongside others, provide us with  
the opportunity to raise awareness  
of the needs of families living in  
North Edinburgh and ensure we  
are connected with other services 
that can help support the families  
in our community.

This year, we supported 542 parents 
and children in North Edinburgh. 
Alongside one to one support, we  
also delivered 437 group activities 
across the project. These numbers 
continue to reflect the demand for  
our services and the importance of 
supporting families from pre-birth, 
through the early years and beyond 
into primary education.

With an excellent staff team in place, 
strong local partnerships and continued 
support from key funders, I know we 
can continue to deliver high quality, 
holistic support to families in  
North Edinburgh. 

I would like to start this report by 
thanking our amazing staff team, 
volunteers and Trustees who have 
worked hard to continue delivering  
high quality services to children and 
their families in North Edinburgh. The 
team have been focused on establishing 
our new base at Ferry Road Drive.  
Having our own space has enabled  
us to work with more flexibility and 
respond to the changing needs of 
families with greater ease. 

This year has seen our team grow,  
with a new group work post and two 
new service areas. BWell Together is a 
collaborative of seven partners working 
to support the mental health and wellbeing 
of children and young people across the 
North West locality. It’s been great to 
work with a range of partners and 
across a wider network of schools. 

We also started our Sparrow project in 
collaboration with Circle and Family Group 
Decision Making (FGDM). Whilst FGDM 
have been conducting research to better 
understand the needs of birth parents 
who have children permanently fostered, 

Chief Executive’s Report
Morag Wilson

“�Stepping Stones has  

given me somewhere  

safe to go, I felt like 

someone was always 

there for me.”
Parent
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that we serve. We have recently had 
that work updated. We will use the 
information obtained to ensure that we 
continue to identify where the unmet 
need is. That will be what continues to 
drive our work. In the meantime, here 
is some of what it tells us.

In the area of North Edinburgh served 
by Stepping Stones, there are around 
34,000 residents. Some of the areas in 
which these people live experience some 
of the highest levels of deprivation in 
Edinburgh, and indeed Scotland. And yet 
within a very short distance of these 
areas are affluent parts of Edinburgh 
where a very different story is told. In 
this situation, there is an absence of 
connection. Policymakers who speak 
of a desire to close such gaps should 
look closely at projects like Stepping 
Stones. Closing the gap is exactly what 
Stepping Stones is engaged in. 

Relative to those more affluent nearby 
neighbourhoods, it is possible to identify 
in the area served by Stepping Stones 
a range of serious socio-economic 
inequalities affecting fundamental aspects 
of life such as income, housing, health 
and education. Studies have consistently 
shown that tackling such inequalities at 
an early age is key to making a difference 
if we are to see, to take just one example, 

a change to the currently concerning 
literacy levels for children leaving 
primary school in the area.

But the reference to such studies must 
not obscure a further key point. For 
there to be any chance of a difference 
in outcome, it is not just the child who 
needs to be supported. Only if parents 
are supported and parents and children 
treated as what they are – as families 
– is there any chance of success. With 
the many challenges that families in 
North Edinburgh can face, the scale of 
the work needed to make a difference 
for parents and children is obvious. 

You only need to read the Family 
Wellbeing update to see that Stepping 
Stones needs to be at the heart of this 
work. The task, as Mubarra Ashfaque, 
Ali McIlhone and Clare Mommessin all 
say, is to provide “holistic support to 
parents and children”. Key to that, as 
they say, is another connection: the 
relationships between our team and 
our parents. It is in those relationships 
that parents might learn to see what 
our team sees in them: their potential. 

The vision of Stepping Stones is clear. 
The need to deliver it, and for the much 
appreciated support of our friends and 
funders, has never been more vital.

Throughout the updates in this year’s 
annual report, you will see a number of 
recurrent themes. One of these is partner- 
ship. In almost every one of the reports 
provided by the Stepping Stones Chief 
Executive and her staff, you will see 
references to the efforts made by the 
teams to work collaboratively with other 
agencies. Whether that is partnering with 
other third sector organisations or working 
with health, education and social work 
colleagues, Stepping Stones is at the 
centre of a web of care and support. 

This joined up holistic approach to work 
is at the core of what we do. Ultimately, 
as Joanne Findlay identifies in her report, 
the task for Stepping Stones is to enable 
and support the creation of connections. 
She gives the example of encouraging 
parents to connect with their peers. But 
it is not difficult to think of other examples 
including, most fundamentally, the 
connection between parent and child. 

Another theme that emerges is the 
constant search by the teams to find out 
where the needs are. See, for example, 
the report of our Early Learning team 
and their identification of “a gap in the 
local community”. 

It was in order that Stepping Stones 
could see such gaps, that, in 2019, we 
commissioned data mapping of the area 

Chair’s Report
Alastair Duncan KC

“�I felt respected a
nd 

heard during my time  

at group, it helped
  

me feel connected an
d 

more confident.”
Child
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each week has a different theme to 
support engagement and learning.  
We would like to thank Granton 
Community Garden for their continued 
support to enable us to access their 
amazing space. 

Parents who are under 25 years old 
are encouraged to attend our indoor 
introductory group, which offers a 
light-touch intro to group work and 
sets the foundations for future learning. 
This group has covered a vast range 
of topics which have included tie-dye 
fashion, knitting skills, cooking on a 
budget, group discussion exploring 
child development and having visits 
from massage and mindfulness 
therapists which gives the group a 
gentle reminder about the importance 
of self-care. During the group work 
sessions early learning sessions run 
alongside so that children can access 
their own tailored play and learning 
experience, supporting their overall 
wellbeing and development. This 
provides often crucial respite for young 
parents from their parenting role and 
helps them to develop their aspirations 

and make meaningful connections 
with their peers and their community. 

While the focus of our outreach  
post is to support families to connect 
with groups, we offer a flexible and 
responsive service to parents and 
recognise that many need support  
to feel ready to come to a group.  
The outreach service also provides 
one to one support to help parents 
increase their confidence and tackle 
challenges which can often impact their 
wellbeing such as welfare and benefits 
advice, housing issues and mitigating 
the impacts of poverty. If families 
require more intensive support then 
they can be linked into our family 
wellbeing team.

The outreach service has continued  
to thrive and support families, with the 
aim of reducing isolation and building 
confidence. Outreach plays a key role  
in supporting families to engage in our 
extensive group work programme which 
helps families to increase their social 
network and to experience new play 
and learning opportunities. Many families 
who currently attend the service were 
home visited by the outreach service 
and through time and encouragement 
made the step to attend groups, helping 
to connect them with peers and create 
new experiences and memories for 
themselves and their children.

Our Steps to Grow Group continues  
to go from strength to strength. Based 
in Granton Community Gardens families 
come together each week (even in the 
winter!) to socialise in this safe and 
stimulating environment, learn new skills 
and gain new experiences. Families have 
enjoyed visits from the Scottish Storytelling 
Trust, Ziggy from Road Safety Scotland, 
and Tinderbox music. They have also had 
a fully packed programme from making 
flower baskets to sampling edible flowers, 

Outreach
Joanne Findlay

“�Steps to Grow has 
helped me to meet new 
people and has improved 
my mental health.”

Parent
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offers parents a safe and non-
judgemental space where they can 
talk through challenges, set goals 
which will positively impact family life 
and be supported to make these 
changes. The relationships built between 
our team and parents remains key to 
encouraging families’ self-efficacy. 
Parents also often seek parenting 
advice, and this has been supported 
alongside our Early Learning practitioners 
by offering bespoke sessions aimed at 
developing parent’s confidence in their 
parenting skills and developing nurturing 
relationships with their children. 

Another key area of our family wellbeing 
team is the provision of one to one 
support to children in our local primary 
schools. The team give children a safe 
space to talk about worries that they 
may be experiencing, these can relate 
to issues such as parental separation, 
domestic abuse, peer relationships and 
poor mental health. 

Several of the children we work with 
find the structure and routine of the 
school environment challenging which 
can lead to them having reduced  
time in school. This has created a 

challenge for our practitioners and has 
led to us looking at alternative avenues 
to maintain children’s learning and 
education. One such opportunity has 
been a collaboration with Edinburgh 
Equilearn. Equilearn provides Equine 
Assisted Learning and has enabled  
us to provide children with unique 
learning experiences where they can 
gain confidence and learn new skills. 

To provide the support we do it is 
important for us to continue to develop 
our learning to ensure we provide the 
best support to families. One of our 
practitioners has trained as a Seasons 
for Growth Champion and has worked 
collaboratively with Ferrywell Youth 
Project to implement this into practice. 
Season for Growth is group work for 
primary aged children experiencing 
significant change or loss, facilitated by 
a ‘Champion’. Children explore their 
emotions and have safe, supported 
discussions around loss and grief with 
the aim of improving their resilience and 
mental health. Within the team we also 
continue to provide support through 
the Triple P and Let’s Introduce Anxiety 
Management programmes. 

The Family Wellbeing service focuses on 
offering holistic family support to parents 
and children. There remains a high level of 
need around supporting families to parent 
confidently and create a nurturing home 
environment. Wellbeing is at the centre of 
the support we provide whether that is 
intensive support to parents, to a whole 
family or through providing one to one 
and group work based support to children. 

With the recent cost of living crisis,  
we have seen a rise in families accessing 
our supports and services as families 
experience increased levels of stress and 
pressure and try to manage rising costs 
across all areas. Alongside providing 
emotional support, we have had to provide 
increased assistance to support families 
to access grants, food banks and other 
third sector organisations who can help 
meet material needs. We are grateful to 
partners such as Save the Children, 
Pregnancy Counselling and Care, Kids 
Love Clothes and Spartans F.C, among 
many others to have provided material 
aid to our families. 

Parents continued to reach out or be 
referred by their health visitors or schools 
to access one to one support. This support 

Family Wellbeing
Mubarra Ashfaque, Ali Mcllhone,  
Clare Mommessin

“�Thank you for helping  
me to understand my 
anxiety and supporting 
me to use new tools  
to manage it.”
Child
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adding to the already diverse mix  
of skills within the team.

The Early Learning team helped  
to organise and plan a successful 
summer, winter and Easter programme 
which involved days out in the local 
community as well as a larger trip to 
Almond Valley Heritage Park. The 
families who attended these events 
provided feedback which will help us 
move forward with the planning for 
next year. These trips help to reduce 
the isolation many families with young 
children can experience during the 
school holidays. 

We also identified a gap in the local 
community and with this recently 
introduced a new group, Baby Steps. 
This new group programme aims to 
offer support and information to 
families with babies from 6 months. 
Baby Steps covers topics such as 
weaning, sleep and baby first aid. 
These sessions allow a safe space for 
both parents and their children, giving 
the parents opportunity and time to 
share their experiences and gain 

confidence in their parenting skills.  
This group has proved to be a 
success, with a pilot now being 
discussed to cover the toddler age 
group following consultation from  
the parents.   

We continue to work collaboratively 
with other areas of the service, 
providing support in group work 
sessions such as Steps to Grow. During 
these sessions, our team provide fun, 
educational, and messy play activities 
which offer the children and their 
families the opportunity to engage  
in quality time together, promoting 
learning through play.  

Moving forward our team will remain 
focused on meeting the needs of  
the families using Stepping Stones  
and supporting the learning and 
development of our under fives. 

We are now settled into the playroom 
and have continued to develop the space 
and resources based on the interest and 
developmental stages of the children 
using the service. By following the 
children’s interests and listening to their 
voices and nonverbal cues, we have 
been able to let the children and their 
families contribute when developing  
our brand-new playroom.

Our sessions provide a safe, nurturing, 
fun and stimulating space where children 
of various ages can play and learn whilst 
gaining valuable skills in the process. 
The team continue to deliver focused 1:1 
work with families and children needing 
additional support in areas such as 
behavioural challenges, routines, transitions, 
and general child development. 

Our team have continued to develop 
their skills and knowledge by completing 
training on baby massage, child protection 
and trauma skills practice, which will enrich 
the team’s professional development to 
meet the ongoing needs of the families.  
In the coming months Ellen will also 
complete her Play Therapy degree, 

Early Learning
Dee Reid, Sarah McLelland  
and Ellen Stevens

“�This group has  
been a life changing 
experience for me.”

Parent speaking about  
Baby Steps
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delivered the SQA Employability award, 
and parents completed First Aid at work 
training. We are looking forward to taking 
this work forward with continued funding 
in place, with our next upcoming course 
being Scottish Mental Health First Aid. 

Comedy Writing 
The group had the opportunity to work 
with an Edinburgh-based comedian who 
came to us to deliver comedy writing 
workshops. It became clear that the 
parents had skills for writing comedy 
and together they wrote 7 scripts, which 
were put forward to the BBC shorts. One 
was selected to be filmed and produced 
and the parents got to star in their short 
film. We have since received funding to 
extend this project into next year. We are 
hoping to get more parents involved and 
plan to have an event to showcase the 
work created. Two parents put their media 
skills to good use when they were asked 
to be filmed for the NSPCC’s campaign, 
‘All of Us’, which encourages parents to 
reach out for support when they need it.

Knitting
Learning a new skill can be great for 
improving confidence and self-esteem. 

When we started out on our project to 
knit toddler hats and mittens, some parents 
found learning this new skill difficult and 
frustrating. With support from the tutor, 
encouragement from peers and a bit of 
determination, parents were able to work 
through this and find enjoyment in the 
process. The parents felt a great sense 
of achievement when they completed 
their project and made hats that their 
children could wear.

Summer Programme
Although our group work programme 
winds down during the summer 
holidays we deliver an extensive range 
of opportunities for families to come 
together. This summer activities have 
included park and beach trips, a sports 
day, assault courses, fringe shows and  
a trip to East Links Farm. We were 
thrilled to host our annual summer fun 
day in partnership with the Fringe this 
year. Families enjoyed a variety of 
performances, including a sensory 
show, circus act, and magician. This  
was complemented with a balloon artist, 
face painters, arts and crafts, pizza  
and ice cream.

This year has seen the group work 
programme really start to take shape again 
following the pandemic. Our learning from 
this time highlighted that a combination of 
approaches could lead to more successful 
outcomes, with families enjoying a blend 
of both indoor and outdoor group work 
and that a wide variety of opportunities 
that involved both time with their children 
and time focused on their own learning. 
This coinciding with a move to our own 
premises has really allowed us to expand 
the opportunities we have to offer families. 

Group work topics and themes continue 
to be shaped by the parents through 
project meetings which provide them the 
opportunity to share their interests and 
aspirations. Some highlights of the group 
work programme this year have included; 

Employability 
New funding has allowed us to focus  
an element of the group work on 
employability. This has included staff being 
able to network and partner with local 
employability agencies such as All in 
Edinburgh. We have been able to offer 
accredited learning and workshops to 
support parents to get back into the 
world of work. As part of this project, we 

Group Work
Kerry Riddell

Your support is 
invaluable! Thank you!

Social Worker
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Families who have engaged with 
Bump Start have reported that the 
service has been invaluable and 
helped them to prepare for their 
baby’s arrival. 

Across the last year:

•	� 70% of parents have told us they  
felt their home is more ready for 
their baby; 

•	� 76% of parents felt more confident 
in their parenting role; and 

•	� 78% felt their emotional wellbeing 
had improved.

This year we also enjoyed facilitating 
the elective placement of a third year 
Student Midwife who fed back the 
admiration she has for the support  
and services offered to women and 
families from Bump Start and the wider 
Stepping Stones team. 

“To see the impact and happiness that 
you bring to families and the volumes 
of support that you offer to people is 
something truly amazing.”

We have offered different events this 
year to reach out to families. These 
have included the ‘parent to be’ event, 
a free event with massage, manicures, 
crafts and refreshments, providing 
women with an opportunity to meet 
members of the team and hear more 
about Pregnancy Café. We also 
delivered a ‘learning through play’ 
group, which provided a space where 
parents could meet other parents and 
support their baby’s development 
through activities, songs, and stories.

This year has been a fresh start for  
the Bump Start Team as we moved the 
pregnancy café to a new location at the 
Heart of Newhaven Community Centre 
and had new staff join our team. The 
pregnancy café continues to provide an 
open and safe space for parents to meet, 
whilst also providing the opportunity to 
partake in fun and relaxing activities 
sessions support the parents to best 
meet the needs of their newborn babies.  

Moving out of the pandemic has meant 
that the service has been able to continue 
to transition back to pre-covid patterns of 
working, including face to face support 
and group facilitation. There were 24 
families referred to the service this year. 
We continue to see most of our referrals 
coming from the North West and North 
East midwifery teams. We are thankful for 
the strong partnerships with our health 
colleagues, including the Family Nurse 
Partnership, who support us with 
accessing interpretation services where 
needed and undertaking joint visits to 
families to ensure parents receive a 
consistent approach to their care. 

Bump Start
Claire Chalmers, Louisa Heaney,  
Maud Bruton, Anna Chaney

“�Having consistent 
emotional support during 
my pregnancy has had  
a hugely positive impact 
on my mental health.”
Parent
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and three high schools across the North 
West locality. Requests for support have 
predominately come from schools, so 
as we move forward we are keen to 
reach out to other supports such as 
GPs and social workers to encourage 
referrals from all areas of the community. 

The support we offer takes place in the 
form of one-to-one sessions at school, 
home or within the local community. 
While the focus of support is on the 
child’s mental health and emotional 
wellbeing, we also work with the whole 
family, helping to achieve the best 
possible outcomes for children and their 
parents. When we receive a request 
for support, we meet with the child, 
family and those involved in supporting 
the child day to day. From there we 
make a tailored plan for support to 
meet the needs of the child. 

One of our practitioners is training  
to become a play therapist, which has 
been beneficial for some of the children 
who engage with our service who have 
experienced deep-routed trauma.  
In addition, one of our practitioners 

has undertaken bereavement training 
and therapeutic life story work which 
has enabled more targeted support 
for young people who have 
experienced loss.

BWell Together has also collaborated 
with Edinburgh Equilearn, who offer 
Equine Assisted Learning. This has 
allowed for one of the young people 
we support to start working towards 
their Hi5 and Jazz awards, which has 
contributed to increased self-esteem, 
confidence and independence. It’s 
offered some of our children a safe space 
away from school where they can build 
their confidence and self-esteem. 

Looking to the year ahead we hope to 
introduce group work, targeting schools 
who are noticing common themes 
amongst children and where we feel 
groupwork could be more beneficial 
than individual support. In addition, 
our practitioners aim to develop their 
professional development and skillset 
to offer the best support for all children, 
young people and their families who 
access our service.

BWell Together has been running for just 
over a year and forms a partnership across 
the North West locality of Edinburgh 
including: Stepping Stones, Circle, Granton 
Youth, Intercultural Youth Scotland, 
Muirhouse Youth Development Group, 
Wester Hailes Youth Agency and Pilton 
Youth and Children’s Project. The partner- 
ship supports the mental health and well- 
being of children and young people aged 
5-25 (26 if care experienced) who are living 
at home. Stepping Stones and Circle 
provide outreach for families where there 
is a child or young person experiencing 
challenges with their mental health and 
wellbeing. Holistic support can be provided 
to children aged 5+, young people and 
their parents/carers, alongside an offer of 
one-to-one support for children. We aim 
to build resilience, parenting capacity and 
positive relationships to aid good levels of 
mental health and emotional wellbeing. 

Over the last year, Stepping Stones and 
Circle have had a total of 68 requests for 
support, with Stepping Stones supporting 
27 children and their families during this 
time. We have provided one to one 
support for pupils in 12 primary schools 

BWell Together
Aimee McKewan and Abi Sinclair

“�Stepping Stones has 

made a huge impact  

on my child’s life.  
He is much calmer  
and more relaxed.”
Parent
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Baby Steps

Number of group work sessions  
across all service areas

25

Steps to Grow
43

Pregnancy Café

46

Early Learning 
Sessions

115

Educational Sessions
120

Group Work Sessions for Primary aged Children

51

Outings and Trips
37

19



Stepping Stones (NE) has had a 
successful year financially, securing  
an income of £521,383 which is a 13% 
increase from 2022. It continues to 
maintain a diversified funding stream  
and received funds from sources 
such as: City of Edinburgh Council, 
KPE4 Charitable Trust, National Lottery, 
Inspiring Scotland Perinatal Infant 
Mental Health (PIMH) fund and 
Young Start.

We are very grateful to all funders 
who enable us to continue to provide 
an invaluable service of care and 
holistic support to the local community 
in a safe environment. 

From a cost perspective, total 
expenditure has increased by 19% 
from £406,956 in 2022 to £485,012  
in 2023, primarily made up of staff 
costs, as we have recruited extra staff 
to provide additional services that we 
received funding for as detailed in 
the Chief Executive’s Report. 

Stepping Stones (NE) is budgeted  
to receive income of £444,565 for 
2023/24, projected to result in a deficit 
of £83,741. This is partially due to 
receiving restricted funding in 22/23 
which contributes towards expenditure 
in 23/24. The budget will be closely 
monitored, against actual results  
by the board throughout the year. 
Although the board expect the deficit 
to decrease, they have taken the 
strategic decision to utilise the reserves 
that are held if this should not happen. 

Morag Wilson Chief Executive

Zoe Jordan Business Administrator

Kerry Riddell Senior Practitioner

Claire Chalmers Senior Practitioner

Joanne Findlay Family Wellbeing 
Practitioner Outreach

Mubarra Ashfaque  
Family Wellbeing Practitioner

Ali McIlhone Family Wellbeing Practitioner

Clare Mommessin  
Family Wellbeing Practitioner

Tiam Lithgow Family Wellbeing 
Practitioner (Sparrow Project)

Louisa Heaney Bump Start Worker

Maud Bruton Bump Start Worker

Anna Chaney Bump Start Worker

Abi Sinclair Family Wellbeing 
Practitioner (BWell Together)

Aimee McKewan Family Wellbeing 
Practitioner (BWell Together)

Ellen Stevens Early Learning Practitioner

Sarah McLelland  
Early Learning Practitioner

Dee Reid Early Learning Practitioner

Nicola Milne – Bump Start Worker  
(Left October 2022)

Charlie MacFarlane – Family Wellbeing 
Practitioner (Left December 2022)

Agnes Verity – Group Worker  
(Left August 2022)

Maddy Grant – Bump Start Worker 
(Maternity Cover Left January 2023)

Karolina Roslewska – Bump Start 
Worker (Maternity Cover Left 
September 2022)

TRUSTEES 2022-23

Alastair Duncan – Chairperson

Pat Haikney – Secretary

Roy Craig – Treasurer

Ian Moir
Russell Bradley
Sandra Cumming
Ailene Preston
Pauline McPherson
Jaymee Gorrie

Finance Staff & Trustees  
2022-23Roy Craig 

“�You are the best partners to work with. The support you have provided children with has been phenomenal.”Deputy Head Teacher
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