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Plain language summary

Research shows that in children without learning disabilities, parenting groups which support parents 
to develop skills to manage behaviours that challenge in their child can be helpful. The National 

Institute of Health and Care Excellence recommended that more research was needed to strengthen the 
evidence for such interventions for children with moderate to severe learning disability who are more 
likely to display behaviours that challenge in England. In this study, we tested in real-world conditions a 
programme called level 4 Stepping Stones Triple P, which has shown positive results in trials outside of 
the United Kingdom. Trained therapists delivered six groups and three individual sessions over 9 weeks 
to parents of children aged 30–59 months with moderate to severe learning disabilities. Two hundred 
and sixty-one parents were allocated to one of two arms by chance (randomisation): one received 
Stepping Stones Triple P and treatment as usual and the other treatment as usual only. Treatment as 
usual included support and advice by general practitioners or community child development teams. 
Our primary outcome was parent-reported child behaviour at 12 months after randomisation. We 
also collected data on other outcomes and carried out interviews with parents, service managers and 
therapists to find out their views about Stepping Stones Triple P. We did not find that Stepping Stones 
Triple P reduces behaviours that challenge in the child more than treatment as usual at 12 months. 
However, when we looked at people who received more than half of the sessions, there was a larger 
reduction in behaviours which suggests that Stepping Stones Triple P works for families if they attend 
the full programme. Stepping Stones Triple P seems to be good value for money, as we found that at 
12 months (covering 10 months of costs), the Stepping Stones Triple P cost £1058 less than treatment 
as usual from a health and social care perspective. As such, Stepping Stones Triple P is fairly cheap to 
deliver and a suitable early intervention for behaviours that challenge especially because of positive 
feedback from parents. Throughout the trial, we included a Parent Advisory Group that oversaw study 
materials, interview topic guides and promotion of the study.
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