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We are happy for the free use of material from this report 
for non-commercial purpose provided that Single Parent 
Action Network is acknowledged 
    
© Single Parent Action Network 2011 
 
This report was generously funded by the Equality and 
Human Rights Commission 

    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    
    

    

1 



 3 

ForewordForewordForewordForeword    
 
As Director of SPAN Study Centre, I have the pleasure and 
privilege to meet and work with women from many different 
ethnic, cultural and linguistic backgrounds living in inner-city 
Bristol.  
 
Bristol is a city with great ambitions and one of its key 
priorities in 2011 and the coming years is to tackle child 
poverty.  Bristol has an unusually high number of children 
growing up in poverty that are under the age of five and that 
live in a single parent household.  
 
At SPAN, we have worked to support families living in poverty 
for over 20 years and we know that by supporting the parents, 
the largest proportion which are mothers, you also support the 
children to reach their true potential and improve their future 
life chances.  
 
At a time when services for children and families are being 
cut, and, parents are under pressure to find work it is 
imperative that we listen to those affected so that we can 
target the few resources left to services that really matter.  
 
This report gives a voice to inner-city women who are rarely 
heard due to cultural, socio-economic and linguistic barriers. 
These are women who have ambitions and aspirations for 
themselves and their children, but who are not always able to  
 

 
 
realise their true potential due to barriers that are often out of 
their control.  
 
The key messages presented in this report deserve to be 
considered by all those who make decisions that affect 
women’s lives.  They should also be taken in to consideration 
by those who design, deliver and fund services.  They are the 
issues that really matter. 
 

 
 
Tove Samzelius 

Director, SPAN Study Centre 
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About the project About the project About the project About the project     
 
‘Participation 4 Change’ is a two year participatory project 
funded by the Equality and Human Rights Commission 
(EHRC).  
 
The project was designed to: 
 

 Empower individual parents (through training and 
volunteering opportunities). 

 
 Find out about needs and issues important to parents 

in the local area. 
 

 Deliver a parent led signposting service and various 
community action programmes. 

 
 Inform local decision makers about the project and 

issues identified as important by participants.  
 

 Strengthen our services and organisational response 
to parents’ needs in the local area.  
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The ProcessThe ProcessThe ProcessThe Process    
    
Recruitment and training of volunteersRecruitment and training of volunteersRecruitment and training of volunteersRecruitment and training of volunteers    
    
At the beginning of the project, 10 local women were recruited as 
volunteer sign-posters and 10 women were recruited to train as 
facilitators.  Some, but not all, of the women that trained as 
facilitators were already members of small self-help groups from the 
local community.  All volunteers received training, coaching and 
mentoring support throughout the duration of the project.  
    
Signposting serviceSignposting serviceSignposting serviceSignposting service    
    
53 local parents were able to access the signposting services on a 
weekly basis at SPAN Study Centre, Refugee Women of Bristol’s 
drop-in and at Easton Family Project.  
 
They were able to get support accessing specialist services in 
housing and welfare benefits.  They were also able to get help filling 
in forms and accessing training opportunities.   
    
Community action programmesCommunity action programmesCommunity action programmesCommunity action programmes    
    
Five community action programmes, involving over 60 women, 
were delivered at different locations in inner-city Bristol, including 
SPAN Study Centre, local community rooms and at another 
community project. Groups met on a weekly basis for up to 20 
weeks.  
 
Community action is a process which aims to give a voice and in 
the long-term bring about change.  The process enables people to 
organise and work together to: 

 
 Identify their own needs and aspirations 

 
 Take action to influence decisions which affect their lives 

 
 Improve the quality of their own lives, the communities in 

which they live, and societies of which they are a part. 
    
Evaluation and analysis of Evaluation and analysis of Evaluation and analysis of Evaluation and analysis of the projectthe projectthe projectthe project    
    
An external evaluator was recruited to evaluate the community 
action programmes and the volunteers’ experiences.  This was 
done through the use of a range of participatory group consultations 
as well as one-to-one creative dialogues.  
 
This report builds on findings from the external evaluation, an 
analysis of the topics addressed in the community action groups, 
issues brought to the signposting sessions and key messages 
identified by the volunteers.  
    
Key messages and communication  Key messages and communication  Key messages and communication  Key messages and communication   
 
Towards the end of the project, volunteers were invited to come 
back together to reflect on what they had learnt and found out 
throughout the project.  They were also asked to identify key 
messages based on the findings from the external evaluation, their 
own experiences and issues raised in the groups or during 
signposting sessions.  
 
Key messages are communicated through this publication from 
presentations and meetings with service providers & decision-
makers.  
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The TopicsThe TopicsThe TopicsThe Topics    
    
“I don’t know what the facilitator did that was so different in this 
group but we felt less like we came and listened and instead we 
were listened to and we decided on our course.”  
 
An important part of the project was to find out about needs and 
issues important to participants as well as supporting them to 
develop knowledge and skills.  Volunteers and group participants 
were therefore encouraged to pick their own topics.  In the 
community action groups this was a facilitated process led by the 
volunteers.  The sign-posters identified issues throughout their 
training and informed the content of a directory which they used 
during their sessions.  In addition, for the purpose of this publication 
we have looked at the main issues brought by parents who 
attended the signposting sessions.  
    
EduEduEduEducationcationcationcation    
    
The education of their children was a main concern to many parents 
that took part in this project.  Three of the community groups 
focused on this topic, with one group spending several months 
learning about the English education system and inviting 
representatives from their children’s primary and secondary 
schools.  All the participants in this group were of a Somali 
background and many had language barriers that made it difficult 
for them to fully take in written information. Inviting speakers that 
could explain in Somali and clarify the differences by comparing the 
two systems worked particularly well.  
    

“The group has made me think about my children.  Sometimes as a 
mum we lose our way so it’s good to share experiences.  We talk at 
lunch.  We now have knowledge of teaching here.  The way we 
study in Somalia is very different to here and that is our only 
experience.  In Somalia it is just work, not helping you be a whole 
person.  I would like to go back to school here.”   
 
“Listening to speakers explain the UK education system here was a 
wake up call for me and all the women.  Now I know what’s going 
on.  I don’t just have a nice chat with the teacher.  Now I ask what 
can I do to help my child?” 
 
Having acquired the knowledge of how the system works and what 
you can ask for as a parent, participants felt empowered and more 
able to ask for help when they need it.  
    
“Because of the group I’m better able to get what we need for my 
children’s education.  My daughter is in year 4 and she couldn’t 
write properly.  So I went to the Head Teacher and explained that I 
hadn’t seen progress in 2 years and I wanted to know what they 
were going to do.  The Head Teacher decided to give my daughter 
1 hour of extra tuition 1:1.  Within a few months she had caught up 
to the average grade.  The Head said, ‘You are a good mother’.  It 
is the group that helped me to be a good mum.”  
 
One of the groups invited the Head Teacher of a secondary school 
that many of their children attend to come to their group.  This made 
the women feel important and for the first time they felt that they 
were listened to.  
 
“I think my son’s school now treats us differently since the visit.  
They understand us too.” 
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Health and WellHealth and WellHealth and WellHealth and Well----beingbeingbeingbeing    
    
Women’s health and well-being was an issue women regularly 
raised as a key concern.  Participants addressed this in their groups 
(for one of the groups this was their entire focus) and also 
consistently mentioned its importance during the evaluation.  All the 
groups had chosen to focus on at least two or three health topics 
related to women.  This included Vitamin D deficiency, exercise and 
outdoor experiences, weight gain, healthy eating in the UK as well 
as self-esteem, depression and feeling low.  Two of the Somali 
groups also decided to invite a Somali woman who could talk to 
them about FGM (female genital mutilation) and how to talk to their 
children about taboo subjects like sex and relationships.  
 
“Working on self-esteem gave us an idea of power inside us.” 
 
“Learning about depression I learnt a lot about myself and I now 
understand what happens to me from time-to-time.  Even celebrities 
get depression. I also learnt that exercise, relaxation and good diet 
help to manage depression.”  
 
Many women have been told that they are or may be Vitamin D 
deficient. 
 
“It is good to get out for us.  It would be nice for some fresh air in 
the summer – not in the winter.  The weather here is a problem for 
us and many of us have Vitamin D deficiency.  It’s difficult with our 
daily routines.  The food is different here and for women life is very 
different.  We would be outside more in Somalia.” 
 

There are also health and well-being issues particular to women 
elders: 

“It would help if people understood older women’s needs.  They are 
complex.  In truth we are not getting supported from our community 
much.  Here we get support from the other women in the group but 
normally we feel quite alone.  I wish the group could meet two times 
a week.”   
 
“I’m worried as I get older.  I can’t carry my own shopping.  Biggest 
problem is language.  Can’t speak.  Don’t know which way bus is 
going and can’t ask.  It would be good to find volunteers to teach us 
basic English.  We could do role plays with someone who is very 
patient.” 
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Employment and trainingEmployment and trainingEmployment and trainingEmployment and training    
    
The majority of the women who took part in this project were not in 
employment.  However, some were actively looking for work and 
others said they would be looking for work in the future.  This was 
often due to personal ambitions or because they felt they did not 
want to continue to be dependent on benefits.  
 
“I want my children to say, “Hey, I’m proud my mummy is working.” 
 
One group focused on work and wanted to learn more about the 
welfare reform.  They invited a speaker that was an expert on 
employment law and this allowed them to better understand what 
they should be looking for in contracts.  This group also asked other 
women to fill out a small questionnaire focusing on work and 
training.  Most of the women that filled out the questionnaire said 
that childcare was a major barrier for them when wanting to access 
training or enter employment.  They also found out that the most 
important things for mothers when considering work are to be able 
to leave work in the case of an emergency and to be able to have 
time off to care for a sick child.  This was more important than a 
good salary.  

 
One group invited a speaker to talk about support to find 
employment, but was disappointed:  

 
“We wanted help with getting into work.  This person came and just 
talked in general about work.  I’m volunteering at the moment and 
want more support around getting into paid work.  We needed 2 or 
3 sessions to help us with researching how to get a job.” 
 

Many participants were feeling frustrated and not sure where to 
start or where to go.  This was also a recurring theme in the 
signposting sessions.  Parents came to ask where they could get 
help to write a CV and how to sort out childcare when returning to 
work.  There were also many inquiries about ESOL (English for 
Speakers of Other Languages) with childcare. 
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Parenting in a different cultureParenting in a different cultureParenting in a different cultureParenting in a different culture    
    
Bringing up children in a different culture and language was a 
common concern for women and all the groups addressed this in 
some way.  In a focus group discussion some concerns related to 
this were:  Fear of children losing their culture, loss of respect 
between generations and between adults, mothers being 
diminished in society, need to understand the society that children 
are being raised in, fear that children will go the ‘wrong way’. 
 
“I learnt lots of things in the group about how to deal with children.  
I’ve got teenagers but wish I’d had this group when they were 
younger as it would have helped me then.” 
 
“I changed how I was with my children.  Instead of forcing my 
teenagers to do something I now discuss and negotiate with them.  
I ask them “would you like to help me with this?”  They are more 
willing to do things now.  It’s made me connect more deeply with 
them.” 
    
Welfare reformsWelfare reformsWelfare reformsWelfare reforms and benefits and benefits and benefits and benefits    

 
The most common issue brought to the signposting sessions was 
problems with benefits.  This was often due to changes in 
circumstances or transitions between different types of benefits.  A 
number of people had to be referred to specialist welfare benefits 
experts.  Most of these women did not understand how the system 
works and what they were or were not entitled to.  

 

“Most people needing signposting wanted information on benefits or 
filling in forms.” 
 

In all the groups, women were aware that things are changing, but 
exactly in what way was not clear.  Many wanted more information 
and explanations as how this will affect them and what they should 
do.   
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Changes for those involvedChanges for those involvedChanges for those involvedChanges for those involved    
    
VolunteersVolunteersVolunteersVolunteers    
    
The project offered local women from diverse backgrounds the 
opportunity to access accredited training, coaching and mentoring.  
It also encouraged volunteers to take responsibility and lead 
sessions and groups by themselves.  As a result, the programme 
often enabled women to develop through challenging themselves.   
 
“We had a session on presentation skills and we had to do a 5 
minute presentation and a 5 minute facilitation.  This was a new and 
frightening experience for me… but I did it and felt so good 
afterwards.” 
 
“I think back to my presentation and it makes me feel good even 
though I didn’t do it perfectly.” 
 
“Becoming a sign-poster has helped me understand the benefits 
system.  Before I didn’t really know, now I can help myself as well 
as others.” 
 

ParticipantsParticipantsParticipantsParticipants    
    

The process of the Participation 4 Change programme whereby 
participants identified issues; developed and improved life skills 
(decision-making, problem solving, communication) and gained in-
depth knowledge shifted their sense of entitlement and rights.  The 
combination of skills and knowledge means that women feel more 
confident.  Knowledge alone is not enough. 

Participants felt that they are better able to articulate their needs 
and rights in a variety of contexts outside the group as a result of 
the programme 
 
“We have had 5 months meeting together which gave us so much 
time to grow.  We talk a lot about things we are going through.  We 
don’t share much in our community but in this group there was a lot 
of sharing as we learnt to trust each other.  It is different than how 
we knew each other before.  When you share you then realise that 
your problem is not only your problem.” 
 
“The facilitator made us feel very comfortable and we could be open 
about everything in our group.” 
 
“The facilitator created an atmosphere where we feel good about 
ourselves. ...She brings in what we said before.” 
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Key MessagesKey MessagesKey MessagesKey Messages 
    

1. Nice behaviour, good attitude and respect are 
fundamental.  

 
Women that took part in this project want to be listened to, but if 
not treated with respect they find it difficult to talk.  Attitudes and 
behaviour are crucial in building relationships and in offering a 
service that really makes a difference.  Positive behaviour and 
attitudes can enable and empower women to move forward.  
Negative attitudes and behaviour can shut down relationships 
and close opportunities for service providers as well as for 
service users.  

 
“The staff’s supportive and approachable attitude has really       
helped us do this work.  They respect us and we respect them.”  

 
“The speaker stayed just 30 minutes, gave her talk and left. My 
group expected that the speaker would be able to answer 
questions.  They wanted to know why BME groups have this 
problem.  We didn’t think this was good or very respectful.”   

 
“We waited for weeks for this speaker to come.  They cancelled 
every time at the last minute.  It was embarrassing for us as 
facilitators.  What did it say about respect for us?” 

 

2. Facilitated, but informal women’s groups are 
empowering.  

 
When women get together on a regular basis in an informal, yet 
structured way there is a huge potential for individual and group 

empowerment as well as the development of skills and 
knowledge.  In the community action groups the participants set 
the agenda, but were supported through the process of finding 
information and inviting speakers.  
 
“This group brings us close together.  There are less rules and 
formal learning is very expensive.  I thought it would be difficult 
to come here every week but now I really look forward to it.  Our 
children love coming to the crèche.  We can really talk here.  It’s 
fresh and relaxed.  Normally we are with children all the time but 
here we have had some time just to be with other women..” 
 

3. The physical environment and place is important  
 
A welcoming and unintimidating environment can make a big 
difference.  Sometimes, it can also be positive for service 
providers to step out of their offices and meet service users on 
their familiar ground.  As a result, new relationships and forms 
of communication can be established.  
 
“There was a big change for me when the head teacher came to 
visit us at our community room.  Instead of us listening to him, 
he had to listen to us.” 
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Key MessagesKey MessagesKey MessagesKey Messages 
 

4. Women need access to training and more 
intensive support to move into employment.  

 
Many women have employment as a future goal, but find it 
difficult to know where to start. Informal, but good and 
informative support is needed.  Also women who are on income 
support want support to prepare and look for work.  
 
“I don’t want to have income support.  I want to earn my own 
money.  I’d like to do voluntary work to start with but so hard to 
know how to start.” 

 
5. Good quality and accessible childcare is crucial. 
 
Accessible and affordable childcare is crucial to enable parents 
to access training and other opportunities.  It is also important 
that parents feel comfortable and happy with the environment in 
which their children are looked after.  

 
“Other courses or groups don’t have childcare which means that 
I’m not able to go, or you go and it’s difficult having your child 
with you.” 

 
“The childcare workers know our children and speak their 
language.  I feel more comfortable leaving my children with 
someone who is from our culture.”  

 
6. Established organisations support capacity 

building small self-help groups.  

Small informal groups often lack the resources and know-how to 
access funding and people who can offer good information.  
Nevertheless, they often have the ability to establish trust with 
women in the community who are less likely to access 
mainstream services.  They can also, like in the case of this 
project, effectively involve women who might have language 
and/or literacy barriers.  Larger organisations like SPAN can 
play an important role in bridging the gap between funders, 
mainstream services and women in the community.  
 
“SPAN is great at helping us up.  They introduced us to people 
and gave us ideas.” 
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Key Messages Key Messages Key Messages Key Messages  
 

7. Parenting in a different culture is challenging and 
parents need more support.  

 
Parents want more support on how to deal with parenting in a 
different culture.  They want opportunities to explore, in groups, 
how to deal with this issue and find out what strategies they can 
use.  

 
“We need to make more time for children to understand that 
they are between two cultures and help them through that.” 

 
8. Schools need to enable parents to understand the 

education system.  
 

Schools in the UK expect parents to be actively involved with 
their children’s education.  However, to be able to participate 
fully they need to understand how the education system works 
and what they can do to help.  Parents who speak other 
languages do not always understand information given in 
English and might need further support.  

 
“Khalif, (Somali man working in local primary) explained the 
difference between school and education here and in Somalia.  
It shook me.  For instance, I thought that reception wasn’t 
important but that’s when they start to learn how to use and 
read books and numbers and they need our help. “ 

 
 

9. Women need more information and support 
around changes to the benefit system.  

 

The British welfare system is changing rapidly and many 
parents are affected in one way or another.  To feel in control 
and to be able to deal well with transitions, parents need more 
information and advice.  

 

“Most people needing signposting wanted information on 
benefits or filling in forms.” 
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