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Plain language summary

The Stepping Stones Study used research and consulted experts to look at ways to improve services for women who 
use or are in treatment for using drugs in pregnancy and up to a year after giving birth. Experts included those working 
in the field and those using services.

The study had three parts:

1.	 We reviewed 111 UK guidelines for good care to improve outcomes and reduce inequalities. Documents recom-
mended that staff in drug treatment and maternity services work more closely together. We also reviewed 197 re-
search studies that looked at how to improve support for women who use drugs in the perinatal period and found 
that women appreciate services that are in one place and easy to access.

2.	 We carried out up to five interviews, approximately 4 months apart, with 36 women from maternity services in 
four sites in England and Scotland to explore experiences of support. Many women were anxious about social 
services’ involvement. Women often felt stigmatised in hospital following the birth of their baby. Access to residen-
tial treatment services and mental health support was uneven, and support for women who had lost care of their 
babies was poor. Focus group interviews with staff found that they had high numbers of patients to treat, and staff 
turnover and training gaps contributed to the challenges to providing care.

3.	 We identified what changes might be needed for better care. We developed a framework to describe key require-
ments to deliver improved services for women and their babies. These mainly related to how organisations work 
together, training and support and how resources are prioritised.
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