Participatory Proofing – Getting policy makers to understand the needs of single parents
Single parents in Bristol have helped mould and deliver a ground-breaking national project to identify the barriers hindering their efforts to get and keep good-quality jobs, define solutions – and take the message direct to policy-makers, from councils to the corridors of Whitehall.
The three year ‘Participatory One Parent Proofing’ project, organised by the Single Parent Action Network, aimed to give single parents a voice in the decision-making processes which have a profound effect on the quality of their own lives – and those of the children they are sometimes struggling to raise.
Overall, it has been judged a resounding success by the organisers, participants and those who have heard their presentation – although its true value will lie in its effect on the framing of future policies.
Background

While things have improved greatly in recent years, single parents still face discriminatory policies and attitudes, social isolation, unemployment and housing problems – made more difficult by a lack of resources such as good accessible childcare provision.
There’s a raft of solid statistical evidence to back what would in any case seem an obvious assumption; single parent families as a group experience much greater poverty than two parent families. It is also much harder for lone parents to break out of poverty because of difficulties with childcare and obtaining qualifications and skills. Not only is it hard to get a job, it is also much harder to keep it. Even lone mothers in well-paid professional occupations can struggle to balance work with family responsibilities. Figures suggest that only just over half of all lone parents are employed – and 50 per cent of those are working part-time. That part-time work tends to be low-paid, it can involve difficult hours, is more insecure and offers fewer opportunities for advancement.

As a group, they are also difficult to reach out to. In part, that is an issue of trust; those least work-ready often have very negative perceptions of Job Centre Plus (JCP), believing that the dominant objective is to ‘push’ them into work. The fear of losing the security of benefit prevents many lone parents making the step into employment, and this fear is exacerbated by the limitations of the tax credit system.

The Single Parent Action Network (SPAN) is a national organisation of groups and individuals working to support one-parent families in disadvantaged situations; aiming to give them a voice, back self-help groups and on an individual level, empower single parents to take control of their lives.
To that end, in 2005 it launched the ‘Participatory One Parent’ project.

Its aims were to involve single parents in identifying the issues that prevent them from getting and keeping good jobs; help them identify how to tackle those issues; and to develop the skills and confidence to tell the media, service deliverers and politicians what needs to be done.
By doing so, it intended to influence the development of innovative

programmes and policies which will help lone parents prepare for and keep good quality jobs. 
For that to happen, the project needed to gather participatory evidence from the lone parents themselves about the specific difficulties they face with employment, raise their capacity to describe their experiences of current policies and define solutions, and provide the avenues for them to present it all to policy makers and services providers. This would be backed by a ‘One Parent Proofing Toolkit’, a series of statements to guide and influence policy development and review.
There have been many initiatives to try to help lone parents into employment – but in the past this has been a ‘top down’ process; policy makers developing a raft of projects and services with, sometimes, a less than clear idea of whether or how they’ll actually help.

A participatory approach can increase trust and understanding between policy makers and those who have to live with those decisions, improving their effectiveness. But despite its increased recognition, much participatory engagement and empowerment work can be rushed and poorly done, with no real commitment to give people a chance to bring about change.

This project, funded by the Big Lottery, was far more ambitious.

The Participatory One Parent Proofing (POPP) programme involved five regional partners; Sheffield, Glasgow, Birmingham, Swansea and Bristol, bringing together a range of organisations.

Facilitators trained by a specialist researcher held a series of workshops in each location which, across the course of the project, encouraged the participating lone parents to examine and understand their own situations, the policies affecting that, and define the issues and solutions for themselves.
Altogether 68 lone parents took part in a total of 18 workshops. All were women, mostly between the age of 25 and 45, from a range of social, economic and ethnic backgrounds. The majority were unemployed – about a third of whom had been on income support for over two years. However, a third were in work, which helped give the project’s focus on sustainable employment an extra dimension.

The range of experience and views that they all brought to the project added value to the approach and to the subsequent publications, showing clearly that there is no ‘one-size-fits-all’ for a single parent.

Case Study Detail
The Project was designed in three stages, steadily building the confidence, knowledge and understanding of all the participants, and training a smaller group to carry the programme forward by influencing policy-makers. 
In the first round, research workshops were carried out in each of the five regions. These involved a series of participative activities encouraging single parents to map and share their own knowledge and experience of being a single parent and identifying the issues and challenges which make it difficult for them to move forward and find sustainable and appropriate employment. 
The foundation laid, these were followed by ‘Policy Training’ sessions. This segment looked at relevant policies including training programmes, rights and support for lone parents in work, childcare and tax credit, and explored public views and beliefs about lone parents and how these impact on policies. This helped participants to gain a thorough understanding of the current policy context. 
Building on this platform, further workshops aimed to define solutions for change – the ‘One Parent Proofing Solutions’. Through a series of participatory activities and discussion groups, the participants were asked to consider how policies and practices could be influenced to ensure that they were meeting the needs and priorities of single parents. They defined and ranked various policy solutions, which were later analysed and written into the findings report and toolkit by the policy officers.
In the final phase of participatory training, a smaller group of nine lone parents, or ‘shadows’, learnt how to deal with the media, how to use participatory research findings, and the skills needed to influence policy makers at both national and local levels. They also joined the project’s National Working Group, made up of policy professional, researchers and lone parents. This will have a continuing role in fostering collaboration between single parents and policy makers and experts, and identifying ways in which single parents can engage directly with policy makers to disseminate the findings and continue to influence the development of one parent proofed solutions.
Results
The Programme’s Toolkit and Findings documents were launched in Westminster in November 2007. The meeting was attended by MPs, civil servants, academics, representatives from local councils and non-governmental and civil society organisations and lone parents, who all had the opportunity to see the ‘shadow’ participants present their ideas and to discuss them. One respondent later said: ‘It did a great job and got ministers involved. It was very well done.’ Another added: ‘The presentations from parents were fantastic – powerful, well prepared, to the point. All brilliant!’

Representatives later had meetings with senior government figures, including the Secretary of State for the Department of Work and Pensions and the Minister for Employment and Welfare Reform, to discuss issues including the new Job Seeker Regime and how the toolkit might influence Job Centre Plus services.

Building on SPAN’s contacts and reputation, the POPP project has subsequently fed into a large number of national debates on policies related to single parents, employment, childcare, inclusion and poverty. The Director of SPAN noted that POPP enabled SPAN to have the national evidence-base to ‘make big inroads into the government’s changes on the Job Seekers’ Allowance.’

The programme was also put forward as a model of good practice for involving single parents in influencing decisions affecting them to the Empowerment Development Project supported by the Department of Communities and Local Government and led in the South West by the Evaluation Trust. 

The toolkit and the findings documents were sent out to a targeted list of more than 900 specific local and national stakeholders including Government Departments, MPs, statutory agencies, local authority departments, community and voluntary services, research and policy institutes, the media, single parents and their organisations, funders and SPAN staff and trustees.

The local influencing work carried out by shadows with the support of regional reps and POPP staff has exceeded expectations and targets; they are now engaged in areas including Neighbourhood Renewal Programmes and local authority strategies on equality, welfare to work initiatives and Early Years and Childcare Service. 
In this region alone the project has been promoted by the South West reducing poverty coalition and the Council for Voluntary Services; its main findings have been disseminated to the End Child Poverty Campaign Bristol, VOSCUR – the umbrella organisation for the CVS in Bristol, West at Work, Bristol City Council and the JCP childcare partnership in Bristol.
One of the shadows has also succeeded in promoting the idea of a ‘one-stop shop’ in her area, where lone parents can find support and advice – which was one of the ‘main asks’ of the project and one that policy makers seemed particularly interested in.

The responses from the policy makers and civil servants themselves have been very positive. One said: ‘While the material was not new to me it allowed me to refocus. Very good poignant stuff.  I will use case studies in briefings – individual stories make the issues come alive. The participatory nature of the project means it is grounded in reality.’ A regional partner commented: ‘I shall attempt to ensure that we POPP proof all of our policies and share them with any network willing to consider changing theirs. I shall ensure that the toolkit and findings are discussed in any arena in which I take part, even if it isn’t relevant.’

The feedback from the three year programme of workshops showed they were also greatly beneficial for those taking part; the overall assessment by participants ranged from a 72% approval rating to 100%.

It was clear that many developed a much greater understanding of policy issues and there were less tangible but equally important benefits; they talked of motivation, respect and having a voice, their role in making change.
One said: ‘Thanks for encouraging my points and life experiences to be heard. All experiences may be different but valuable. Children are tomorrow’s society; the quality of parenting should be more respected regardless of single or two parent. Recognise differences!’
It was also clear that the participants’ confidence visibly improved as they shared their ideas. This applied particularly to the shadows making the presentations in Westminster. One said: ‘I was uplifted and felt powerful as my voice was being heard, and by the response of the feedback.’ Another added: ‘I feel I represent so many people. Now I have a voice and have to make a difference. I am doing it for my children. And I am not going to stop!’ Yet another shadow spoke about a meeting she had attended where she felt the policymakers were: ‘impressed with the way I confidently articulated myself - with passion but with intelligence.’

Conclusions
The Participatory One Parent Proofing or POPP project was complex and unusual, as its aim was to be participatory in both its research and influencing work. And according to the subsequent evaluation report, the project achieved all its objectives.

The influencing work itself was clearly a success, particularly in talking to a wide range of policy makers and civil servants at national and local levels over the three years of the project. Having evidence from the participatory research gave it national credibility and the shadows were able to provide local presence. While nine women is only a small number, their voices have reached policy makers and civil servants in England, Scotland and Wales.

From interviews with policy makers and civil servants, and with participants and regional partners, and by tracking some of the national and local influencing paths, it is clear that the work reinforced important messages already being recognised about the needs of lone parents. Policy makers and civil servants interviewed for the evaluation stated how much they had been affected by hearing the voices and stories of the lone parents direct, and how well this had been done. Bringing lone parents’ situations alive in this way is clearly a critical tool in influencing people’s opinions.
It is a measure of the hard work and commitment of all involved – the parents who participated, the regional partners who supported them, and the POPP staff, that the project achieved what it set out to do, and more.  It was also very much due to the fact that the project was building on a solid foundation – in this case, SPAN’s existing reputation and contacts with a wide range of stakeholders and networks. Overall, many of the elements of this project could be taken as a model of how to run a participatory research and capacity building project that trains lone parents to influence policy. It is important now that it continues to have an impact after it is over, both on the lives of those taking part, and in terms of influencing policy.
The Dissemination Strategy for the POPP project noted that: ‘Influencing and dissemination are often used interchangeably and indeed can involve the same activity, for example a presentation of findings. However the objective of influencing is not simply to present such findings, but is to create change, and this requires targeting audiences that can make a difference. This process of change should not be overestimated however.  Change takes a long time and happens in small steps; raising awareness is often the first and most important influencing achievement.’
You can read a longer version of this case study in our Report On External Case Studies.  You will find this in the Empowering Communities Reports section of Empowering Communities downloads.
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