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Objectives

Informal educational programmes focused on youth develop-
ment appear to improve health and well-being at time of in-
volvement. Less is known about their effect on cognitive abil-
ity and educational outcomes. We investigate their impact
on cognitive ability trajectories in childhood and then general
health and mental health in mid-life using the Aberdeen Chil-
dren of the 1950s (ACONF) cohort linked to prescribing data.

Methods

We use a subset (n=1333) of the ACONF cohort, linked to
administrative data prescribing records. We explore exposure
to youth-development focused clubs in childhood, on trajec-
tories in cognitive ability from age 7 to age 9 and the extent
that this change predicts education outcomes, socio-economic
position, and mental ill health as measured by prescription
data.

Results

Being a member of the Scouts/Guides was associated with
a significantly higher age 9 cognitive ability score, controlling
for age 7 cognitive ability in unadjusted and adjusted mod-
els. This difference was stronger for children from more eco-
nomically disadvantaged backgrounds. This ‘acceleration’ in
cognitive ability development was associated with better edu-
cational outcomes and adult socio-economic position, and this
in turn predicted better later life health.

Conclusion

Membership of informal educational organisations such as the
scouts and guides appears to have a direct impact on cogni-
tive development in children, especially those from more eco-
nomically disadvantaged backgrounds with lifelong impacts
Because these organisations are provided by volunteers and
charitable organisations, they represent a relatively low cost
intervention, with substantial impacts, it would seem sensible
to encourage their availability.
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