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Supporting  
single parents
Challenging 
misconceptions 
Single parents make up nearly 
a quarter of families with 
dependent children in the UK.1

The Collins dictionary defines a 
single parent as, “a person who has 
a dependent child or dependent 
children and who is widowed, 
divorced, or unmarried”.2

It is important to be aware 
that there are still many 
misconceptions in society and it’s 
important to recognise them, as: 

 • They can affect the way we 
support and build relationships 
with single parents 

 • They may also have a 
significant effect on how single 
parents feel about and view 
themselves

 • We may need to challenge 
these misconceptions whether 
that is within the group itself, 
or with friends, churches and 
organisations

The 2018 report, One in four – A 
profile of single parents in the 
UK, published by Gingerbread, 
says, analysis to date suggests 
single parenthood lasts around 
five years. However, many will 
choose to remain single and the 
report goes on to say, “Defining 
single parenthood can be 
difficult. Generally speaking, 
public policy defines single 
parents as single adult heads of 
a household who are responsible 
for at least one dependent child, 
who normally lives with them. 
Nevertheless, single parents of 
older (‘non-dependent’) children 
often still identify as a single 
parent – indeed, some household 
surveys reflect this (ONS, 2017).

1. www.gingerbread.org.uk/policy-campaigns/publications-index/statistics/ [accessed 26 July 2019]
2. www.collinsdictionary.com/dictionary/english/single-parent [accessed 26 July 2019]
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Points of entry into  
single parenthood 
People become single parents 
in a number of different ways. 
Usually this will be through 
a crisis that will often be 
traumatic and involve different 

kinds of losses. However, this 
is not the case for all, as some 
choose to become single 
parents through adoption or 
artificial insemination. 

The reality of single parenting

 • There are around 1.8 million 
single parents, they make up 
nearly a quarter of families 
with dependent children4

 • 3 million children live in single 
parent families4

 • Nine in ten single parent 
families are headed by a  
single mother3

 • 1% of single parents  
are teenagers3

 • The average age of a single 
parent in 2017 was 39 years 
old. Around eight out of 
ten single parents are aged 
between 25 and 50 years old3

 • Single fathers are typically 
older, their average age is 45 
years, compared with 38 years 
for single mothers3

 • Around half of single  
parents had their children 
within marriage4

 • 11% of single fathers are 
bereaved, compared with just 
2% of single mothers3

 • 27% of single parents are more 
likely to have a disability than 
the typical person in the UK, 
compared with around 21% of 
couple parents3

 • 16% of single parent 
households have at least 
one child with a disability, 
compared with 9 per cent of 
couple parent households3

 • 68% of single parents are now 
in work, compared to two 
decades ago where the majority 
of single parents were not5

 • 68% of single parents 
enter the three lowest paid 
occupation groups5

3. www.gingerbread.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2018/02/One-in-four-a-profile-of-single-parents-
in-the-UK.compressed.pdf

4. www.gingerbread.org.uk/what-we-do/media-centre/single-parents-facts-figures

5. www.gingerbread.org.uk/policy-campaigns/employment-and-skills/

SINGLE
PARENTHOOD

Divorce or 
break up from 
co-habitation

Never married
or no

relationship

Domestic
abuse

Choice

Bereavement
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detached. For instance, you might 
find one parent in your group 
who is at the beginning stages 
of their journey and is numb and 
seems distant most of the time, 
as they are in shock and living 
on ‘autopilot’ to cope. You may 
then find another parent at the 
same stage who may react totally 
differently and continue to talk 
about the same thing repeatedly 
as a way to process what is 
going on in their lives. Some 
parents may have emotional 
outbursts, while others further 
along into their journey may be 
struggling with bitterness and 
loneliness. Some may lash out or 
be verbally harsh. It is important 
to understand why your single 
parents are behaving this way and 
to try not to take it personally.

Supporting single parents is a 
long-term endeavour. It is an 
ongoing process. There is no 
quick fix. 

Single parents may be 
experiencing a range of 
thoughts and feelings:

 • Denial

 • Exhaustion (mental, physical 
and emotional)

 • Pain/heartache

 • Sadness

 • Loneliness 

 • Isolation

 • Questioning 

 • Self-reproach

 • Feeling overwhelmed

 • Loss of control

 • Low self-confidence, especially 
in parenting abilities 

 • Despair

 • Loss of hope

 • Depression and anxiety

 • Mood swings

 • Bitterness

 • Frustration 

 • Anger

 • Fear – what the future holds, 
how will I cope, an abusive 
partner coming back 

 • Sense of social exclusion – 
don’t feel they ‘fit’ into the 
world of couples as they no 
longer have a partner, don’t fit 
in with singles as they  
have children

 • Low self-esteem, thinking that 
no one would want them now

Each parent will react to their 
situation in ways that are 
uniquely personal. When the 
entry point to single parenthood 
has been sudden or traumatic, 
many single parents experience 
sleeplessness and overwhelming 
tiredness; however, normal sleep 
patterns generally return in 
time. They may also experience 
panic attacks in those early 

Tailoring your support 

Knowing the ‘point of entry’ and 
where your single parents are 
on this journey can help you to 
understand them and support 
them better, allowing you to 
tailor your support for each 
individual accordingly. The way 
in which a parent has entered 
into their journey may determine 
how they might act or respond 
to you or within the group. For 
instance, you may find that one 
of your single parents seems 
very untrusting and keeps their 
distance. In getting to know 

them better, you may find out 
that they have fled a domestic 
abuse situation and this is why 
they are behaving in this way. In 
light of this information, you can 
shape how you respond to and 
support this single parent. The 
way in which you would support 
this parent would be different 
to how you would support a 
parent who has been bereaved 
or chosen to become a single 
parent in another way.  

You may find some single parents 
in your group very hard work and 
others that are more distant and 

start of 
journey

facing
the future

significant 
losses

shock numbness
(maybe relief)

anger

rejection

guilt

despair

forgiveness

parenting

acceptance

loneliness

self-esteem

long, 
difficult 

climb

practical issues

The single-parent journey

© used with the kind permission of Christine Tufnell
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days and it is very common to 
feel numbness or a sense of 
indifference, operating on two 
levels at once, the ‘seen’ level and 
the ‘emotional’ level. The ‘seen’ 
level is the robotic ‘autopilot’. For 
example, feeding children, taking 
them to school and going to 
work. The ‘emotional’ level is like 
a volcano waiting to erupt.

Single parents can experience 
shock, as this is a natural way the 
body reacts to cope with a crisis. 
Another defence mechanism 
is denial and to ‘pretend’ that 
the loss has not happened, 
which may be helpful for a 
little while. However, if people 
try to hold back their feelings 
and don’t feel able to express 
them, at some point, the reality 
of their loss and pain can hit 
hard and the volcano starts to 
erupt, sometimes slowly and 
sometimes with great force. 
When this happens, the reality 
of grief and pain can hit hard. 
Many times in the beginning 
single parents may appear to 
be coping well, but this may 
be because they are focusing 
on the practical things to sort 
out. This may also be the case 
further along in their journey too. 
Those around a single parent 
may not recognise whether they 
are coping or not and may well 
say to them, “Haven’t you taken 

it well? You’re so brave!” This 
may make a single parent more 
reluctant to talk about how they 
are feeling and dealing with their 
situation and as a result, they 
may feel even more isolated and 
misunderstood.

During these early days, when 
single parents are least able to 
function normally, they are often 
required to make far-reaching 
decisions, face new challenges 
and accept extra responsibilities. 
The group can offer a safe haven 
where they can offload and find 
the support they need. Group 
leaders can signpost to relevant 
specialised organisations that 
can help further, which can ease 
the sense of isolation, confusion 
and feeling overwhelmed, 
especially in the beginning when 
many single parents do not know 
where to turn for help such as 
for benefits and legal advice. 
For a comprehensive list of 
organisations who can help with 
benefits, counselling and much 
more, click here.

The length of time these 
emotions are experienced is also 
unique to the individual. Some 
parents may go through one 
part of the journey at a slower 
pace and take a longer period of 
time than others. It is important 
to do your best to understand 
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 • Loss of family relationships – 
family may take sides through 
a divorce. After a bereavement 
the ‘common bond’ is gone, 
the relationship is no longer 
the same, and families may 
drift apart

 • Loss of friends – friends or work 
colleagues may take sides 

 • Loss of faith – “Why did God 
allow this to happen?”

Each parent will react to loss 
in ways that are uniquely 
personal, as each individual’s 
experience of loss will be unique. 
In each situation, a grieving 
and bereavement process will 
follow. The length of time that 
this is experienced is also unique 
to the individual. Grief is as 
individual as our personalities 
and often unpredictable. There 
are often a range of emotions 
that are experienced. Some of 
these are more intense after 
the initial loss, namely shock 
and numbness. Others such as 
sadness, yearning, anxiety, panic, 
anger, guilt and confusion are 
experienced in waves and may 
return at unpredictable times. 
Crying is normal, healthy and 
this open expression of hurt is 
usually very helpful.

In the days and months that follow 
one might often switch back and 
forth between being in control 
of these emotions and reactions 
and then feeling overwhelmed – 
sometimes in the same day.1

The journey after loss does 
not follow a specific sequence 
of neat stages within a set 
timescale and can often be 
unpredictable. One visual way to 
think of this ‘loss’ journey is as a 
whirlpool2 because people may 
go round and round revisiting 
emotions until at some point the 
river leads them away as they 
begin slowly to build a new life, 
often with a sense of hope, and 
begin to develop some resilience.

Another aspect of loss, especially 
around the death of a loved 
one, might be the need to form 
continuing bonds3, which means 
not letting go but incorporating 
the memory and influence of 
their loved one into the future, 
embracing the memories and 
experiences shared. This allows 
their partner and the past to be 
spoken about and not forgotten. 
This can be a healthy way into 
the future as people begin to 
learn to live with their loss.

their journey, and to be patient 
and supportive. Never push 
them along faster than they can 
cope with.

Understanding loss
Apart from those who enter the 
single-parent journey by choice, 
most single parents will have 
entered their journey through 
a crisis, which has incurred a 
great deal of loss and grief. Loss 
may involve the traumatic death 
of a loved one or the end of a 
marriage. To be heartbroken 
by the loss of a partner is an 
intense physical and emotional 
experience. One single says, “After 
my husband left, in the weeks 
that followed, I experienced 
such emotional pain. I did not 
think anyone could feel so much 
emotional pain and still be alive. 
I literally thought I was going to 
die from the pain. I felt hopeless, 
helpless and abandoned.”

It is helpful to note that 
bereavement, loss and grief 
can be caused by anything that 
constitutes change. 

Other losses that single 
parents may experience:

 • Loss of children – they may no 
longer live with their children 
and miss them desperately. 
They have lost the provision of 

day-to-day care and control, or 
may be the primary caregiver, 
but no longer have the 
children at the weekends and/
or during the school holidays 

 • Loss of choice or control – 
single parents in a relationship 
don’t choose for their partner 
to die and many don’t choose 
for their partner to leave. 
However, in some cases the 
choice is beyond their control 
due to the involvement of 
courts and social workers. 

 • Loss of someone to talk to, to 
share with when times are good, 
but also when they are hard

 • Loss of identity 

 • Loss of hope – these are the 
dreams and hopes of a shared 
future and then suddenly this 
has gone

 • Loss of home – they may have 
owned the house jointly or the 
house may have come with 
the ex-partner’s job

 • Loss of money – the ex-partner 
may have been the breadwinner, 
there may be funeral or court 
costs, they may be learning to 
live on a lower income than 
they had previously

 • Loss of possessions – many 
items need to be divided up; 
some will have a great deal of 
sentimental value

1. Stroebe, M. and Schut. H. 1995. The Dual Process Model of Coping with Loss. International 
Workshop on Death, Dying and Bereavement. Oxford, UK. 
2. Wilson, R. 1992. The Whirlpool of Grief 
3. Klass, D. et al. eds. 1996. Continuing Bonds: New Understandings of Grief. Taylor and Francis. 
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 • Vengeance

 • Abandonment

Single (never married)

 • Fastest growing group in  
the UK

 • Younger parents often 
live in poverty and lack 
opportunities to progress 
educationally or with their 
careers and vocations

 • Seen as a ‘problem’ in society

 • Second-class citizen status

 • Co-parenting issues

Widowed young

 • Abandonment 

 • Shattered dreams – loss of 
the opportunity to share the 
experiences and achievements 
of their child or children with 
their partner is very painful 
and will continue through life

 • Supporting grieving children 
alone and carrying their pain

 • As time passes, there may 
be a lack of support and 
understanding as people’s 
focus may be on the children. 
This can lead to lack of support 
for and avoidance of loss by 
the surviving parent. This may 
also delay grieving and may 
not actually be helpful to the 
child or children to allow them 
to grieve properly

 • Feeling isolated as they don’t 
know others who have gone 
through the specific experience 
of being widowed young

Domestic abuse
 • May feel relief at having left 

 • May have a hard time  
trusting others

 • May seem distant

 • They may be suffering 
from post-traumatic stress 
disorder (PTSD) which can be 
characterised by symptoms 
such as flashbacks, intrusive 
imagery, nightmares, anxiety, 
emotional numbing, insomnia, 
hyper-vigilance and avoidance 
of traumatic triggers

 • Living with physical injuries

 • They may be experiencing 
dissociation – this is where 
someone looks like they 
have ‘checked out’ or are not 
present. They may daydream 
or, if dissociation is chronic, 
it may impair their ability to 
function in the ‘real’ world; for 
example, not being able to 
focus on work-related duties

Choice
 • They may be happy and 

content as they decided this 
is what they wanted and it 
generally seems to be working 
out OK

Setbacks are often experienced 
many years further along the 
journey, and in many ways this 
sense of loss may never end – 
people learn to live with it and 
find their own ‘new normal’. 

Issues and struggles people 
may experience from each 
entry point

Common themes that run across 
most entry points: 

 • It’s a traumatic experience

 • They may cry a lot during the 
initial stages – crying is normal, 
healthy and healing

 • May be suffering from low  
self-esteem

 • Time is needed to mourn and 
readjust but the busyness of 
family life can leave little time 
for this 

 • Low confidence in own 
parenting ability

 • Trust issues

 • Smells, events, places can 
upset them, bring them back 
into the past, or evoke feelings 
(which can blindside them) 

 • Particular days may be very 
difficult for them such as 
Mother’s or Father’s Day, 
anniversaries, holidays and the 
anniversary of their loved one’s 
death (if widowed)

 • Trying to be a mum and 
dad (double parent) – this is 
particularly difficult for those 
who do not have someone to 
co-parent with; for example, 
those who are widowed 
young or have exes who do 
not want to have anything to 
do with their child. This can 
be exacerbated by lack of 
support and understanding as 
time passes

Specific issues  
and struggles

Divorced or separated
 • Can be traumatic as there is 

no closure; may still have to 
see the ex which can keep an 
‘open wound’ festering

 • Financial and custody 
arrangements can continue 
over years

 • A sense of rejection

 • Loss of status – whether this is 
real or perceived

 • Co-parenting issues

 • Feeling judged or feeling treated 
like a second-class citizen

 • Trust issues

 • Feeling like a failure

 • Not trusting own judgement

 • Guilt/remorse – it may have 
been their fault for the 
breakdown of the relationship
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 • They might be scared if they 
are struggling on their own 

 • They might at times, or for 
longer, doubt if they’ve done 
what’s best

 • If they have adopted a 
child who has experienced 
bereavement or abuse, they 
might wonder if they have the 
ability to cope with some of 
the struggles they are having or 
that may happen in the future

How single parents  
may view each other

Single parents from different 
entry points and backgrounds 
can see each other in different 
lights. For example, some 
divorced single parents may feel 
that widowed single parents are 

accepted and supported more 
by society, while they feel or 
have been treated like second-
class citizens as they have felt 
or experienced people judging 
them for being divorced. On 
the other hand, bereaved single 
parents may find it difficult to 
be around single parents who 
speak negatively about their 
exes and do not want to see 
them, for whatever reason, when 
they and their children would 
give anything to have their 
partner back. 

The single-parent group may 
have to challenge some of these 
views, in order to break down any 
misunderstandings and to help 
develop mutual respect.

Why single parenting is difficult

Entering the 
dating scene again

Financial difficulties, low income, bread winner

Exhaustion

No spare time

Poor housing

Critical and 

judgemental of self

Feelings of guilt 

and judgement

No one to talk to

Co-parenting

Lack of sleep No alone time

No one to share things 

with good and bad times
Lack of practical help

Isolation and 

loneliness No social time 
to relax

Juggling act, work, 

housework, kids
No one around to make them feel loved

Can’t spend enough 

time with the kids

Responsibilities

 • On call 24 hours a day, 365 
days a year

 • Responsibility for the 
physical, emotional, financial 
and spiritual well-being of 
children falls heavily on one 
pair of shoulders

 • Finance – low income, lack of 
money, can’t afford activities 
that they may have once done

 • Super-parenting – trying to do 
the job of both parents

 • Parenting a child of the 
opposite sex – if they only have 
one active parent, children can 
miss out on contact with the 
other sex 

Fears and concerns

 • Who will look after my 
children if something happens 
to me?

 • Will the children be safe at the 
other parent’s house?

 • How will I give my children all 
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the opportunities and activities 
I thought they would have?

 • How will I juggle school 
holiday childcare and work 
commitments?

 • Will they grow up all right in a 
single-parent home?

 • Will I ever have another 
partner or marry again?

 • What happens if I start 
dating? Will my kids like my 
new partner?

 • How will I help my child to 
believe in a loving God after 
they’ve experienced this loss?

 • How will I pay the bills this 
week on such a low income?

Co-parenting

 • Contact, no contact or  
erratic contact

 • Different parenting styles, 
boundaries and ways of 
disciplining the children in 
each home

 • Unable to agree on rules for 
the children in both homes

 • Interference or no contact at 
all with the children’s family 
members on the ex’s side

 • Lack of or difficult 
communication with the ex

 • Dealing with the other parent 
speaking negatively about 
them to their children

 • Dealing with the ex’s new 
partner and the role they play 
with their children

 • Needing to choose battles, 
learn to compromise and 
meet in the middle

Knowing the struggles, emotional 
pressures and practical issues 
your single parents are facing will 
give you a bigger picture of single 
parenting. Some of these issues 
will determine the nature of your 
support group. Read about other 
single parents and talk to as 
many as you can before opening 
your group.

Communication is vital as a leader 
to understand what your single 
parent’s struggles and needs are. 
It should be done in a way that is 
gentle, allowing the single parent 
to share and not feel forced to 
speak about what is going on in 
their lives. This is where listening 
skills are so important. 

Read, Being yourself – helping 
single parents rediscover their 
identity, which can be found in 
the appendix.
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Dos and don’ts for 
single parents
Do remember my birthday  
and get me a card, I may not 
have anyone else that will do  
that for me.

Don’t say we should meet up 
then never contact me.

Do keep your word.

Don’t be afraid to ask how  
I’m coping.

Do listen to me talk. I might 
talk a lot, but please be patient 
with me as it’s sometimes how I 
process things.

Don’t assume I’m divorced 
or separated when I could be 
grieving the loss of my spouse.

Do offer practical i.e school 
runs, household chores when 
I’m feeling ill or struggling to 
juggle things.

Don’t tell others when I share 
personal stuff unless I give 
permission.

Do encourage me to take up a 
hobby (it doesn’t have to cost 
much, i.e. walking, reading).

Do encourage me to look after 
myself ie. remember to eat  
well and try to take time out 
when possible.

Don’t avoid me.

Do encourage me not to hide away.

Don’t be condescending with me.

Do think of me if you’re having a 
clear out.

Do include me when inviting 
friends round for lunch or  
an outing.

Do choose low cost outings, as I 
may not be able to afford much.

Do be mindful that I may be alone 
during holidays and invite me if 
you can to celebrate with you or 
even in the evening for pudding.

Talking to  
single parents
What not to say to a  
single parent

“You don’t look like a  
single parent”

“Wow, you must get loads  
of benefits.”

“Do you work then?”

“At least you don’t have to share 
them with anyone now.”

“It must be hard to have a life.”

“I can’t believe you didn’t try to 
work it out for the sake of your son.”

“My husband is away so I’m single 
parenting this week.”

“I know what it’s like.” When you 
haven’t been in my shoes.

“It’s not hard.”

Remember:

 • To know the real facts and 
challenge the misconceptions 
in society about single parents

 • To tailor your support for single 
parents by understanding 
their background and ‘point of 
entry’ as a single parent 

 • To find out what your single 
parents struggles are to 
enable you to understand and 
support them better

Resources and  
support from  
Care for the Family
Care for the Family is passionate 
about supporting single-parent 
families. We aim to do this in a 
number of ways:

 • Single Parent Support 
e-newsletter – a mix of articles, 
information and real-life 
stories. Emailed three times 
a year at times when single 
parents may need a little 
more support, for example 
Valentine’s Day, the summer 
holidays and Christmas

 • Take a Break holidays – multi-
activity family building breaks 
for single parents and  
their children

 • Books and leaflets – for a range 
of books, Top Tip leaflets and 
courses visit www.cff.org.uk/shop

 • Single Parent Support 
Facebook – visit www.facebook.
com/cffsingleparentsupport 

 • Single Parent Webpage – help 
in finding support groups 
in your area, list of helpful 
organisations supporting 
those parenting alone, articles, 
personal stories, top tips 
and updates for events – visit 
our page www.cff.org.uk/
singleparenting

 • Opportunities to meet with 
other single-parent support 
group leaders 

 • Subsidised training to help 
those who want to start a 
single-parent support group 

 • Promoting support groups – 
website and Facebook group, 
including details of any events 
you are organising, such as a 
Single Parent Fair

 • Extra resources – 
downloadable files; for 
example the Single-Parent Fair 
guide, and sessional material

 • Single-parent day events  
and seminars
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“You’re a failure.”

“What did you do wrong?”

“Just put a brave face on.”

“You need to toughen up a bit, 
it’s not that bad, it’s not like 
someone has died”

What to say to a  
single parent

“You’re doing really well, and 
the kids are a credit to all your 
hard work.”

“Would you like me to have the 
kids for the night?”

“You look great.”

“Just off to the shop,  
need anything?”

“Sit down – I know where the 
kettle is!”

“You’re not alone.”

“There’s help available, support 
groups. I could come to one with 
you if you like?”

“Don’t give up.”

“You’re an inspiration.”

“You’re stronger than you think.”

“I’m always here if you want  
to chat.”

“Would you and your family like 
to come out with us for a day out 
on Saturday?”

“Is there anything practically that 
I can help you with?”

Setting up a 
support group
What support is  
there locally for  
single parents?
One of the first things to do 
is to think about what your 
support group will offer and look 
at what types of support are 
already available in your area, for 
example, Gingerbread, Citizens 
Advice, Home Start, counselling 
services, local church initiatives 
etc. This information will show 
where the most need is. In some 
circumstances, it may even be 
that after looking around, you 
decide that the best way to start 
is to work with an existing single-
parent support group, if there is 
one already in existence within 
your area. 

Finding out this information will 
help you to offer good support 
through signposting to other 
agencies and organisations 
around specific issues – for 
example, housing and benefits. 
Remember to make notes on 
what they offer and how to 
contact them. You can choose 
to share this information upon 

request or create handouts to 
give to your parents. Remember, 
some needs are probably 
beyond the range of a group like 
this. Be realistic about what you 
can deliver.
 
You will also find it helpful 
to have a list of national 
organisations that can offer 
different forms of support, for 
example Care for the Family, 
Home-Start, Netmums, Single 
Parent Action Network, Safe 
Families for Children. 

For a comprehensive list of 
organisations who can help with 
benefits, counselling and much 
more, click here.

Doing this background research 
will also help you with any 
fundraising activities, as you will 
be able to fill in grant applications 
and tell potential donors that you 
have identified a clear need for 
your support group.

Leading the group
As leader, you will be the one 
who carries the vision for the 
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group and makes decisions 
about the day-to-day running. 

There may be other single-
parent support groups across 
the country, but your group is 
unique. Your role is to set up 
and maintain a group with an 
excellent reputation. Aim to do 
everything as well as you can. 
Always be on the lookout for new 
ways forward, but don’t become 
discouraged if you can’t do 
everything straight away. 

Remember during both the 
good and more challenging 
times that you will be valued for 
who you are by the people who 
come to the group, and that you 
are providing a much-needed 
service to the community.

It may be worth starting small 
and only taking on what you 
can manage, especially if you 
do not have many volunteers 
to help at the start. You may 
also wish to support your single 
parents over time, rather than 
trying to offer everything all at 
once and ending up exhausted 
and unable to offer anything. An 
example of this would be to run 
the group once a month instead 
of weekly.

Word of mouth is the best form of 
publicity, and a good reputation 

will go a long way to attract new 
members to the group.

Don’t take on burdens that are 
not yours. The single parents 
in your group may be dealing 
with complex issues, such as 
mental ill-health, the breakdown 
of a marriages or relationships, 
disability and learning difficulties 
of self and or child, big debts, 
housing needs etc. If a member 
of the group needs further 
support, you are not responsible 
for providing it. However, you can 
point them in the right direction. 
If the group is part of a church, 
you will probably have links 
locally to a vast array of skills, life 
experiences and projects that 
you can draw on.

Having someone outside of the 
group to talk to is very helpful 
in allowing you to de-stress and 
share any concerns in confidence 
going on in the group. This can 
help to ease any pressures you 
may be feeling as group leader.

This can be a close friend, or, 
if you’re part of a church, your 
pastor or someone on the 
leadership team.

Some support groups have a 
management group, which 
shares the decision-making and 
care for the team of volunteers. 
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detailed information about the 
volunteer role, so people know 
what would be expected of them.

Valuing your volunteers
The more people feel part of 
the group, the more committed 
they are likely to be. Many of your 
volunteers will be passionate 
about supporting single 
parents, but most of us still 
like to be thanked for what we 
do. This will include praise and 
encouragement.

There are other ways to show 
that you are thankful for what 
they do, and also for the person 
they are: a birthday card, present 
or cake, and possibly celebrating 
this in the group; a card and 
a present at Christmas. Meet 
socially outside the group setting 
and try to have at least an annual 
social outing such as a Christmas 
party or dinner.

Develop a happy and welcoming 
atmosphere. Talk together as 
you work, and build up their 
confidence with heaps of praise. 
Support your team and allow 
them to support you. Be aware 
that team members may be 
having difficulties in their own 
lives. Listen with care if they 
want to talk so that you will 
remember to ask how things are 
progressing. Be available to offer 

help and advice when needed.

Welcome feedback from the 
team. Encourage them to pass 
on their ideas and concerns and 
take them seriously. Volunteers 
generally appreciate you asking 
their views.

When you have new volunteers, 
you will need to run through any 
policies and procedures. To make 
sure your group runs well it will 
be very helpful to make sure your 
volunteers have a good insight 
and awareness of the issues single 
parents face. Talk through the 
‘points of entry’ and the struggles 
single parents face so that they 
can offer individual support.

Look out for ongoing training 
and personal development 
opportunities for your volunteers. 
This will help them give better 
support, but also give them 
valuable life skills. For example: 
listening skills, working with the 
bereaved or those affected by 
domestic violence, supporting 
those who have children with 
additional needs.

Volunteers may need to buy 
refreshments, toys or craft 
materials. Try to pay their expenses 
as soon as you can. This will be 
appreciated by anyone who 
doesn’t have much spare money.

The management group 
should give clear guidelines 
and information to the team, 
supporting them at all times.

Building a team  
of volunteers 
There will be many aspects 
to leading the group, but an 
important one will be recruiting 
and overseeing the team of 
volunteers. Find a group of 
individuals who are willing to 
help and be part of a team. At 
the start you may only need a 
couple of people to be able to do 
everything. This may be fine while 
the group is small and informal, 
but a larger group will need more 
people to take responsibility for 
the different areas.

Remember:

 • When we are passionate about 
supporting single parents we 
can sometimes overstretch 
ourselves and there is the 
danger of becoming burnt out. 

 • Never run a group on your 
own – always enlist the help of 
volunteers, even if it is just one 
to start. 

 • Plan for the long-term – many 
of your single parents will need 
support over a period of time, 
not just in the first few months.

Recruiting your volunteers
One of the most important 
things you can do to ensure the 
success of your support group 
is to find, recruit and train the 
right team of volunteers. Choose 
your volunteers wisely. You will 
be looking for people who have 
a heart to support and serve 
single parents with a warm, 
welcoming, non-judgemental 
attitude. You and the team of 
volunteers will set the tone for 
the group, helping your single 
parents to feel welcomed, 
comfortable and free to share 
their feelings and thoughts. 

A regular, reliable team is an 
important part of a single-
parent support group. Try to 
find people from all age groups 
and walks of life, who share the 
same vision. Allow them to use 
their gifts and skill sets for the 
benefit of the group, whether 
through excellent listening or 
knowing how to organise events. 
Some of your volunteers will 
have faced difficulties in life 
such as bereavement, or have 
experienced single parenthood 
themselves or lived with 
depression. These experiences 
may enable them to more fully 
empathise with a group member.

Make sure when you are 
recruiting to give accurate and 
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by Thirtyeight:one, see appendix 
for contact details.  

Safeguarding policy
As a group leader, you would 
need to create your own 
safeguarding policy. You can 
access model policies from 
Thirtyeight:one by becoming a 
member. This would allow you to 
download and adopt policies.
If you find a safeguarding policy 
that you want to use through 
searching online, you would need 
to check copyright permissions. 
It is helpful to have a safeguarding 
notice at your group sessions, 
see appendix for a sample 
safeguarding policy notice.

Disclosure and Barring 
Service (DBS)
It is best practice to carry out 
checks for all volunteers who 
are working with children and 
vulnerable adults. Thirtyone:eight 
are happy to offer advice as to 
whether a DBS check would be 
necessary or not. Their helpline is 
also available for people to call if 
they need advice on safeguarding 
concerns or disclosures.

 • Online system 
This is the preferred method  
as it is quicker and you  
receive an email when the 
check is complete. 

 • Paper system 
This method does not 
notify you when the check 
is complete. You will have 
to chase up the progress 
of the check yourself. You 
would also need to see the 
printed certificate to see the 
information on there. 

If your group is organised 
through a church or another 
organisation, you might come 
under their safeguarding policy 
and they could then apply for 
the DBS checks. Thirtyone:eight 
suggest that the coordinator or 
church contact their disclosure 
team for advice and to check if 
they are eligible to do this.
 
When you are thinking about 
who will be your crèche or 
children’s workers, you can 
consider both male and female. 
Single parents often express how 
their children would benefit from 
having good role models of the 
opposite sex.

Child protection 
It is important that your 
volunteers are aware of the 
signs and symptoms of abuse, 
that they know where to report 
concerns, but also that they 
can get support if they pass 
on concerns. See appendix for 

Confidentiality and 
data protection
Your single-parent group 
members are there to gain 
support, and a large part of that 
is building trust between the 
volunteer team and the single 
parents. When a person feels 
they cannot trust someone, they 
are unlikely to talk openly and 
share what they are feeling, or 
their concerns. 

In their volunteer role, they are 
part of an organisation, and the 
good reputation of your group is 
vitally important. The volunteers 
will need to understand that this 
isn’t like being a friend where 
if someone shares something 
personal with you then you 
might think it’s OK to share it 
with a mutual friend or even a 
family member.

It’s important that a volunteer 
feels that they can share what 
happens in the group with you, as 
the leader, but also to know there 
are some things it won’t be OK to 
share with other volunteers. 

See appendix for guidance on 
collecting and storing data

Safeguarding, 
Disclosure and Barring 
Service (DBS), child 
protection, health  
and safety

Safeguarding 
A single-parent support group is 
also likely to include children. It’s 
important to think about how you 
can make sure that both parents 
and children are provided with a 
safe environment.

If the group is meeting in a 
home, the child’s safety and 
welfare is the parent’s and the 
homeowner’s responsibility. It 
is important to make all those 
who attend aware that they 
aren’t working in conjunction 
with a larger organisation and 
therefore it is the parent’s 
responsibility to look after 
their child at all times, thereby 
making it an informal group 
that meets for mutual support. 

If you are meeting at an outside 
venue and the parents are present, 
even though someone else is 
running the children’s activity, 
the parents are still considered 
responsible for their children. 

However, if the children are in a 
different room, then you should 
follow the procedures suggested 
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details of organisations offering 
professional advice, training, 
support and resources in all 
areas of safeguarding children 
and adults.  

Health and safety
It may be a good idea to have a 
qualified first aider on site during 
your meeting. 

St John Ambulance offers 
a community course called 
Essential First Aid. The course is 
targeted towards volunteers or 
members of the public who wish 
to receive general knowledge of 
first aid. To find out if courses are 
running in your area, click here or 
see appendix for website details. 

Make sure there is a first-aid  
box available and let your 
volunteers and parents know 
where it is located.

Make sure to have a plan of 
action if you need to contact the 
emergency services if someone 
requires assistance. It is helpful to 
have a mobile phone available at 
the meetings for this. 

It will be helpful to make regular 
checks of the following: 

Fire exits

 • Are exits clearly marked

 • Advise attendees where the 
fire exits and fire assembly 
points are

 • Keep a list of attendees so that 
if the building is evacuated 
you can account for everyone 
in the meeting

 • Are not blocked, for example, 
by buggies!

Electric sockets:

 • Use socket covers to protect 
small children 

Doors locked where applicable

General safety:

 • Trailing wires, frayed 
carpeting etc.

 • Are there any disabled people 
attending who will require 
specialised facilities/help/
access? Disabled people may 
need assistance if there is a fire

 • Consider any security 
implications e.g. controlled 
access
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meeting, so make sure to find 
out how far your venue is away 
from public transport points. 

Someone’s home:
 • Can be very welcoming and 

suitable for informal meetings

 • Can be less daunting  
than going into a large  
building alone

 • Saves money as a home is 
usually provided free

Ask yourself: If children are 
included, would there be enough 
space and play equipment for 
them. Is it safe for children?

A church building
 • May provide more space and 

facilities for children

 • If you are a member of the 
church, it may be that you 
could save money as you may 
not need to pay for the use of 
the room

Ask yourself: Will the room you 
use be warm and cheerful? How 
welcoming can you make it? Is 
there a cost involved in hiring 
church premises? Do you need to 
book the venue well in advance? 
Is the entrance easy to find and 
see if it’s dark outside?

Venue for hire (e.g. a local 
community centre)
 • Good for contacting with 

those in the community

Ask yourself: How much would 
it cost to run a group here? Are 
there any hidden charges, e.g. 
heating and lighting?

When and how often  
to meet
Deciding what time of day, 
which day of the week and 
how often you will meet are 
important strategic decisions 
that will have an impact on 
whether single parents are 
available to attend your group.

There are no fixed rules about 
how long a session should run. 
Many groups run sessions for one 
and a half to two hours, others 
for longer.

Your goal is to run your support 
group when single parents are 
available to come.

Ask yourself:

 • When are most single parents 
available? Are they at home 
during the day, or are they out 
at work?

 • If you were to meet during the 
day, what times would fit in 
with the school day?

Your group – who, 
where, when, how 
often, numbers and 
practicalities

Who will come along  
to your group?
You will need to think through 
who might come along to your 
single-parent support group. 
Your volunteers do not, of course, 
need to be single parents.

If you also include, for example, 
singles in general, you may find 
that some single people without 
children have different needs 
and some may have more time 
and financial freedom than 
single-parent families.

Make sure that your venue and 
group activities are accessible to 
any disabled single parent who 
would like to attend.

Some parents may have children 
who have become their carers. To 
support these families it is a good 
idea to have resources on hand. 

If you are part of a church and 
running the group within your 
church building, will the group 
be only for church members or 
are you going to invite those from 
other churches in the locality, as 
well as the community?

How wide an area is your 
group going to cover? This will 
depend on a number of factors 
including what other support is 
available in your village, town, or 
county, people’s ability to travel, 
including public transport and 
the maximum size of your group.

Single dads make up 10% of 
single-parent families. How will 
you make sure that the group 
doesn’t feel like a mums-only 
group? Is there another dad who 
might come along to volunteer 
as a helper to make any dads feel 
more welcome and at ease?

What social and cultural issues 
need to be considered in your 
locality? For example, parents 
living on an estate that is a ‘no 
go’ area after dark, the mix of 
ethnicities and cultures, people 
not speaking fluent English.

Where to meet
The location where your support 
group is going to meet is very 
important. Remember when 
looking for a venue to check out 
how accessible the venues are 
for those with disabilities, and 
if there is car parking nearby. 
However, be aware that many 
single parents cannot afford to 
run cars and may need to use 
public transport to access your 
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In order to spread the load at 
each session it will be helpful 
to draw up a rota of jobs that 
needs doing – who will make 
the tea, look after admin and 
money, organise the crèche etc. 
The group leader makes sure 
that everyone who comes along, 
whether they are parent, carer 
or child, has a job to do and can 
make a contribution each week. 
This helps value everyone, but 
will need some careful thinking, 
so that everyone feels they have a 
worthwhile job.

Finance and insurance 
Finance
The group may need a bank 
account and a treasurer to look 
after the money. You could take 
care of the group money yourself 
or appoint someone else to 
do so. All this will depend very 
much on whether the group is 
run independently or it is part 
of another organisation. Also, 
not all groups will charge for 
each session and if there is little 
income, for example, only tea 
and coffee money, this can be 
managed through a simple petty 
cash system.

If you open a bank account 
and keep records of the money 
coming in and out, you will need 

to appoint two signatories who 
should be unconnected (not 
husband and wife, brother and 
sister, parent and child or good 
friends) and independent of 
each other. 

Regular information (financial 
accounts) about the financial 
state of the group should be 
presented to the trustees or 
those appointed to oversee the 
running of the group. If you have 
a committee, it is important that 
you keep them informed as to 
how the money is used.

In the business of life and all that 
has to be done to keep a group 
going, the financial situation is 
sometimes forgotten. It is always 
good to stay one step ahead of 
the game and forward think to 
make sure that the group does 
not get into financial difficulty 
and risk not being able to run.

If your group is independent, 
work out all the costs involved 
and decide how you are going 
to meet them. Decide what your 
charging policy will be: some 
groups leave out a collection 
bowl for donations, others ask for 
a fixed charge. 

Here are some things you may 
need to consider when you are 

 • If meeting during the evening, 
is there provision for children, 
or babysitters available for 
those who need them? If the 
group have older children, 
then this would make 
evenings easier.

 • How often should you  
meet? Are parents available 
every week, or is monthly  
more reasonable?

 • Are you and the team able to 
run the meeting weekly, or is 
monthly more achievable?

Other useful tips

 • Saturdays, bank holidays 
and school holidays may be 
suitable for outings. Ensure 
that everyone knows about 
every event well in advance.

 • Some find Sunday after church 
a lovely time and might 
appreciate meeting together 
for lunch, such as a bring-and-
share buffet.

 • Will you have toys, arts  
and crafts tables available  
for children? 

 • Remember, single parents 
and their children come 
as a package deal, and it is 
therefore important to be 
prepared to cater for the 
children as well as the parents.

Maximum numbers for  
your group
You will have to think about how 
big your group might be. This 
will partly be determined by your 
choice of venue. The capacity of 
the room(s) will be determined 
by fire regulations and you should 
take advice from your local fire 
officer if you are in doubt.

It’s really helpful for the volunteer 
team and the group members to 
have a notice with the maximum 
numbers placed clearly near 
where people are signing in. 

In areas of high demand, group 
leaders sometimes sign up 
parents in advance, and start a 
waiting list. Experience has shown 
that usual attendance is around 
70% of those that sign up.

Practicalities in  
running a group

Rota of roles and jobs for  
each session
You will need to decide who will 
lead the team for each session. 
You will probably want to take this 
on when you launch the group. As 
time goes on, it can be very helpful 
to give others the opportunity to 
lead a session. You never know 
when you might be ill, or there’s 
an emergency, or you could even 
plan to go away on holiday! 
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deciding if or how much you 
may need to ask single parents 
to contribute:

 • If a parent or carer genuinely 
can’t pay

 • Telephone contact with 
members

 • Postage

 • Refreshments

 • Room hire

 • Crèche workers

 • Equipment e.g. play toys and 
craft materials

 • Resources e.g. books, videos 

 • Publicity costs

What you do if someone who is 
able to pay but won’t is at your 
discretion. You could explain to 
them what the fee covers (see 
above for examples). Explain 
that the fee is not for profit and 
that any money left over will be 
ploughed back into the group. If 
someone still refuses to pay, it is 
legitimate to consider refusing 
them a place in the group.

Other ways to help are:
Savings scheme for outings and 
special events e.g. Christmas 
party, visit to a zoo etc.

 • Fundraising events can help 
raise money for the group: 
coffee mornings, car boot 
sales, afternoon teas where 
everyone makes a cake to sell, 

sponsored silence or walk 
together etc.

 • Apply for grants – group 
leaders may find themselves in 
full swing of leading a group 
with money running out and 
unsure how to access more 
funds. You may be able to 
find help with running your 
single-parent support group. 
For example, you may decide 
to apply for grants. For more 
information see Finding 
financial help for your group 
in the appendix.  

Insurance
The group must have insurance 
cover in case an adult or child 
is hurt. Check with your own 
organisation or church about the 
nature of the cover automatically 
provided for groups running 
within their properties, and assess 
whether this cover is appropriate. 

If you are running an independent 
group, check whether the 
building in which you meet 
has its own insurance, and seek 
advice about any insurance cover 
you should take out.

Ask for a copy of the insurance 
certificate from the venue before 
using the building. If you are 
not covered by the owners’ 
insurance, there are insurance 
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place in your local newspaper to 
promote your group.

Recommendations  
and referrals
Arrange to meet with local 
health visitors, counselling 
services or other agencies and 
ask them to recommend the 
group. People more readily 
choose services when they are 
recommended by people they 
respect. This could be a more 
effective way to advertise the 
group than handing out leaflets.

Radio
Some local radio stations allow 
individuals to plug their groups 
or charities. This is a great way 
to get your group known to the 
wider public.

Church notice sheets
If you are part of a church, ask 
if you can add a notice in your 
weekly notice sheets to promote 
your group.

Posters/leaflets
Create and then place posters 
in local libraries, doctors and 
dental surgeries, health centres, 
village halls, parent and toddler 
groups etc.

Hand out leaflets at school 
gates or at events where you 

know there will be lots of single 
parents attending.

Write letters to local 
churches and  
organisational leaders
Let churches and organisations 
in your area know about 
your group and ask them to 
advertise for you.

Word of mouth
Word of mouth is a powerful tool. 
Start to spread the word within 
your community well before your 
group starts.

Personal invitation
If you know single parents in your 
area, meet up with them and 
give them a personal invitation. 
This can also be done by chatting 
with them at the school gates or 
by phoning them.

Email
Create an email to promote 
your group, letting people  
know where and when you will 
be meeting. Be enthusiastic 
and remember that you are 
‘selling’ your group, so include 
why your group will benefit 
those who attend.

Newsletter
A newsletter is a useful way 
of keeping in touch with your 

policies available for support 
groups that can also cover theft. 
All insurers will expect you to 
exercise your responsibility to 
use the accommodation and any 
equipment safely.

Keep an inventory of what you 
have and what it costs to replace 
the items listed.

Publicising your  
support group
There are a number of ways 
that you can get the message 
out that a new group is starting, 
but it’s also key that you keep 
publicising your group so that 
new people will come along. 

When designing publicity, you 
are trying to ‘sell’ something. Why 
should ‘x’ come to your meeting?

Note: If you want to include 
photos of the group in your 
publicity material, either in digital 
or print format, you will need to 
obtain written permission from 
each group member.

Planning your  
publicity campaign!
It is important to be strategic 
about promoting and 
publicising your group. It will 
help you to set out what should 
be done in what time span 
before you open the doors of 

your first meeting. Creating a 
timeline of when to do what 
before your group starts can be 
very helpful. See appendix for a 
sample publicity planner.  

Social Media
Social media is a great way to 
connect with single parents 
to promote your group, stay 
connected through the week 
and to promote future events. 
You can do this by creating:

 • A Facebook page (you could 
offer competitions to like and 
share your page)

 • A Twitter account

However, when using 
social networking and 
other developing media to 
communicate with your single-
parent group, it is important to 
keep in mind that some may 
be feeling quite vulnerable. 
Therefore, consider setting 
appropriate privacy levels.

Website
Creating a website is a good 
way to signpost single parents 
to your group through search 
engines. You can also add your 
website’s homepage to your 
publicity materials.

Local papers
Create an advertisement to 
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children eat and drink, but it is 
also helpful for the whole team 
to be aware of the needs of  
the group.

Attendance sheet
An attendance sheet (sign-in 
sheet) for each session will let 
you know who is on the premises 
during each session: every team 
member, visitor, parent and 
child. This is necessary if you 
have to evacuate the premises 
in the event of a fire alarm or 
emergency. It’s also a handy note 
to see who comes regularly or 
who hasn’t come that week, or 
for a few weeks.

See appendix for a sample 
attendance sheet.

Accident book
If a child or adult has an accident 
while at the group, it must be 
recorded in an accident book. 

The details needed are:

 • the time

 • the type of injury

 • the first aid administered

 • whether or not a visit to the 
doctor or hospital was necessary

The parent should sign the 
record to confirm that they agree 

with the written details. 
Keep the accident book in a 
place where any member of the 
team can find it easily.

Accident books are available 
from stationery and online shops.

Incident book
Keeping a record of other 
incidents – for example, two 
children persistently fighting or 
a child damaging property – is 
also advisable.

This can be a simple exercise 
book or journal available from 
stationery and online shops.

Remember:

 • Location, time and day are key

 • Expect to start small and 
slowly grow

 • Choose volunteers wisely, 
gather together a good team 
with a variety of skills

 • Find someone outside of the 
group to support you

 • Invest in your team

 • Contact Thirtyone:eight for 
advice before starting the group

 • Be clear from the start about 
who will be part of your group

 • Promote your group well – 
before the group starts and 

members, and for people who 
might be interested in coming 
along to the group. It’s also a 
way of publicising the group 
to organisations – for example, 
doctors’ surgeries, other 
playgroups, libraries.

In addition to the essential 
information included in the 
welcome letter, it could include 
details of:

 • Other activities that you run or 
can recommend

 • Fundraising events, summer 
outings and Christmas parties

 • Where and when the group 
meets, what it costs and who 
can come

 • Helpful articles

 • Information about your website 
and/or social media accounts

Essential paperwork

Registration form for  
new members
It will be very helpful to keep 
some contact details and basic 
information on members of your 
group. Forms should be available 
for new members to join at each 
group session. 

See appendix for a sample new 
member registration form.

Data protection
A notice on data protection 
should be included in the 
registration form to inform 
the parent or carer about how 
the information will be stored, 
who will have access to it and 
how you plan to use it. New 
guidance on data usage means 
that parents must give written 
consent to the specific ways you 
want to use their information.

See appendix for guidelines on 
data protection.

Medical conditions  
and allergies
It is essential (and can be life-
saving) to maintain a record of 
volunteers, parents and their 
children’s medical conditions 
(for example: asthma, epilepsy), 
allergies and any special dietary 
requirements. Some individuals 
may have a milk or nut allergy; 
others may be vegetarians. 
This may affect the choice of 
biscuits, cakes and other food 
you provide. There is a section 
on this in the registration 
form and a further note can 
be made in the attendance 
register when families arrive. 
Of course, parents will need 
to be reminded that they are 
responsible for what their 
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Planning your 
group sessions and 
other activities
Group values
When the group first meets, it 
is helpful for the members to 
agree together what the group 
values should be. This can help 
all members of the group to feel 
included and develops a sense 
of trust. Within this discussion, 
you can also highlight the 
importance of confidentiality 
and accountability.

Some values that you may wish 
to include are:

 • To be a place of 
encouragement, we need 
each other

 • To be a place of respect, 
without criticising or making 
judgements

 • To be the place of acceptance; 
no one is expected to be the 
‘perfect’ parent

 • To be a place of value, where 
each member has a chance to 
speak if they wish

 • To be a place of shared 
responsibility, where tasks are 
rotated among group members

See appendix for a sample group 
vision statement.

General advice on running 
the session:

Avril Hammond, Horizon  
Single Parent Support Group 
leader says:

“Our Single Parent Family 
Support Group is more than a 
couple of hours together over a 
cup of coffee. It is a safe place 
to share our burdens, seek 
advice, be openly vulnerable 
and yet be strong for each 
other. It is about family. It is 
helping single parents to be 
proud of their family unit. To 
reinforce that they are doing 
the best they can. That there 
is a safety net to catch them 
within our group. That we will 
walk every step with them.”

continually during  
its existence

 • Know your boundaries, 
signpost to professionals

 • Find out what other support 
is in your community for your 
single parents and make  
use of it

 • Keep good records

 • Be sensitive and keep 
confidentiality
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have helpful organisations and 
the contact details of further 
services from local professionals 
on hand that you can give out 
to signpost your members to as 
and when needed.

Remember one another’s 
birthdays (especially the adults) 
for example giving a card, 
organising a bring-and-share 
supper, share a cake.

Remember the anniversary of 
the death of a partner or child. 
A card is usually very much 
appreciated.

Provide information on single-
parent holidays such as the Take 
a Break multi-activity holidays 
from Care for the Family. 

Meet on those days that 
members find hard, e.g. Boxing 
Day, New Year’s Day, Valentine’s 
Day, perhaps arrange a bring-
and-share buffet with games for 
the children.

Provide complimentary resources 
from Care for the Family and 
other organisations. 

Planning your sessions
Many groups start by meeting 
informally for a chat and a 
coffee, and over time this may 

lead into a more varied and 
structured programme.

Suggested structure for your first 
few sessions:

 • Informal chatting time with 
soft play toys available

 • Optional discussion topics e.g. 
anger, jealousy, forgiveness, 
discipline, boundaries, teenagers

 • Provide a craft table 
throughout the session, 
allowing the parents and 
children to come and go. It 
provides a good place for the 
adults to chat to each other or 
a team member while helping 
their child with the activity. 
The craft activities can be ones 
that the parent and child can 
do together or separately. Craft 
ideas can include: balsam 
pillows around Christmas-
time, cards for the holidays, 
decorating biscuits, and 
making photo frames.

Creating group traditions
Traditions bring a sense of 
connectedness and give us a 
sense of belonging. This is very 
important, as you will have many 
single parents who feel they do 
not belong anywhere, who are 
feeling very alone and desperately 
wanting to be a part of something.

Rob Parsons, founder of Care 

It is important to set the right 
‘tone’ for the group. The best 
approach is to be positive. It is 
inevitable that members will 
want to share their frustrations. 
Single parenting is difficult 
and many have been or are 
going through major crises and 
will need to offload. It can be 
encouraging to gain empathy 
and support from others. 
However, it is important that 
you do not allow the group 
to become overwhelmingly 
negative, as this may drag others 
down. Encourage members to 
share possible solutions and 
success stories to offer hope.

Remember that those who 
attend may be looking for 
friendship, advice, support and 
encouragement. The group 
can be a place where they find 
sincere people who have a 
genuine concern for them.

Nurture all who come to the 
group. Cherish the single parents 
and their children by letting them 
know they are special. You are 
providing security and love for 
these families who may not have 
anyone else in their lives doing so.

Provide encouragement for 
parents who may be experiencing 
a time of low self-esteem.

Encourage parents to befriend 
newcomers and ask them to 
assist with any activities you 
may be doing that week. Always 
remember to thank them for any 
contribution they have made.

Listen to their suggestions 
regarding the running of the group.

Offer a listening ear. If a 
parent is experiencing difficult 
circumstances, you (or someone 
in the team) may be the person 
they need to talk to. Don’t 
undervalue the impact of 
listening, and remember that 
listening is not giving advice or 
making judgements. By stepping 
in too quickly with advice, 
you could stop people from 
opening up any further. Listening 
attentively and giving people 
your time can in many cases be 
as much as people need.

Support groups can be a great 
place to journey together, 
especially for those who may be 
going through difficult times. 
However, it is important to note 
that support groups cannot 
solve every problem, nor can 
they replace expert help where 
it is needed, as some problems 
may be beyond the realms of 
the general encouragement 
and friendship that the group 
can offer. It is important to 
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for the Family, says that when 
he asks parents to tell him what 
made the memories of their 
family life sweet, sooner or later 
they’d start a sentence with, 
“We always … ”

Wouldn’t it be wonderful in 
the years ahead, for your single 
parents to think back to the days 
when they attended your group 
and start their conversations with 
“Remember, we always … ”?

Try to remember that not all 
parents will have had traditions 
or happy memories in their 
childhood. It may be painful for 
them to reflect on this. We can’t 
go back and change this, but 
moving into the future, we can 
help them build new traditions 
in the group or for their families.

As a group, you can decide what 
traditions will work for you.

Some suggestions for traditions:

 • Celebrating birthdays: This 
could include singing ‘Happy 
Birthday’ with a cake and 
decorations or having everyone 
sign a birthday card

 • Sitting down together for a 
meal and sharing what each 
person is thankful for

 • Going for walks once a month 

 • Going to the cinema

 • Hosting a single-parent fair 
once a year

 • Having a barbecue in  
the summer 

 • Having a bonfire party  
each November

 • Having a Christmas party  
each year

 • Having a movie and popcorn 
night in the winter

 • Hosting a charity event  
once a year

More ideas for sessions

 • Guest speakers; these can be 
anyone from professionals 
to single parents who have 
lived through the experience 
of parenting on their own 
successfully who can offer advice

 • Meals together: go for a picnic, 
or to a coffee shop or pub 

 • Treasure hunt

 • Run a parenting course using 
Care for the Family’s ready-to-
run DVD-based courses, or a 
Time Out for Parents course

 • If part of a church, host a 
prayer meeting or Bible study

 • Ask a photographer to come in 
and take photos of the families 
and print them out onsite 

 • Have a party 
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Responsibilities of the  
group leader

 • Undertake and complete the 
planning and preparation of 
the visit including the briefing 
of group members and 
parents (handouts work well 
so that parents can take them 
home to refer back to). Ensure 
that all volunteers and parents 
are fully aware of what the 
proposed visit involves.

 • Familiarise oneself with the 
location where the outing/
activity will take place.

 • Find out if additional insurance 
is needed for the outing.

 • Make a contingency plan for 
a change of arrangements 
during the outing.

 • Ensure that adequate first aid 
provision will be available (have 
a small first-aid pack on hand).

 • Information should be 
provided for parents in good 
time e.g. two weeks in advance 
of the outing.

 • Let parents know the aims and 
objectives of the visit/outing.

 • Undertake a risk assessment 
well before the visit with the 
aim of preventing the risks or 
reducing them.

 • Make parents aware that 
although teamwork is 
essential, the group leader 

has total responsibility and 
authority for the organisation 
and supervision of the outing.

 • Depending on the outing, 
it may be worth asking 
additional adult helpers to 
come and help.

 • Make sure all parents have 
filled in a parental consent 
form and that you have 
collected them before the 
outing occurs. See appendix 
for a sample parental  
consent form.

 • Make sure you all stay on 
schedule during the trip.

 • Make sure everyone feels 
included.

 • Keep track of the families 
during the outing, count heads 
if need be.

 • Get feedback from parents 
following the outing.

Managing the money  
for outings

Remember to always collect any 
money beforehand. This can help 
in a number of ways:

 • You will have the money to pay 
for any transport, for example 
coach, minibus, train or bus.

 • People who are struggling 
to pay may be more easily 
identified – it’s worth thinking 
if the group can help with this 

Practical help

 • Nearly new shop – for adult 
and children’s clothing 

 • Babysitting circle 

 • Gardening – help each other 
out as a group

 • DIY or decorating as a group 

 • If you have a faith, start a 
prayer chain

 • Provide a list of helpful 
organisations. For a 
comprehensive list of 
organisations who can help 
with benefits, counselling and 
much more, click here.

Church or  
organisational support

If you are part of a church or 
organisation, ask them to help the 
group with some of the following:

 • Gifts, such as boxes of 
provision or shoeboxes filled 
with gifts to give to families  
at Christmas 

 • Donations from ‘buy one get 
one free’ offers

 • Babysitting

 • Offering discounts to single 
parents on church resources, 
outings and holidays

 • Sponsoring a family to come 
on a Take a Break holiday with 
Care for the Family

 • Saving 20p pieces to give to 
the members for treats in the 
school holidays or to cover the 
cost of an outing

 • Library – books and videos they 
can borrow

 • Thrift shop (give single parents 
a % off)

 • Sharing skills, decorating, DIY, 
mending etc. with the group

 • Organise single-parent fair. For 
information about running a 
Single-Parent Fair, click here.  

Group outings
Single parents may not find it 
easy to organise visits and day 
trips on their own and may really 
value going in a group. There 
are lots of places you can go; for 
example, a visit to the cinema, 
bowling, a trip to the beach, zoo 
or children’s farm.

Taking families on days out 
can be both rewarding and 
exhausting. Managing all 
the members of the group, 
achieving the objectives of the 
outing, ensuring that everyone 
participates, maintaining 
discipline, and ensuring the safety 
of all involved is a twenty-four 
hour responsibility. Pre-planning 
and detailed preparation are the 
foundations on which a successful 
trip can be built.
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 • Assess the situation

 • Safeguard the uninjured 
members of the group

 • Attend to the casualty

 • Inform the emergency services 
and everyone who needs to 
know of the incident

In the event of an emergency:

 • Establish the nature and 
extent of the emergency as 
quickly as possible

 • Ensure that all of the group are 
safe and looked after

 • Establish the names of any 
casualties and get immediate 
medical attention for them

 • Ensure that all relevant 
members of the group are 
aware of the incident and 
that they are all following 
emergency procedures

 • The group leader should go to 
hospital with the casualties and 
the rest of the group should be 
adequately supervised by the 
volunteer helpers.

 • Notify the police, if necessary

Before, during and 
following your  
group sessions

Before the session starts
Make sure you arrive early to 
arrange the room and set up so 
that you are available to welcome 
people and make them feel 
at home. Keys may need to be 
collected from and returned to 
the owner or caretaker of the 
premises; ensure you know whose 
responsibility this is each week. 

Have copies of the attendance 
form, letter for first-time 
attender, new member 
registration forms and feedback 
forms for group members.

Put up the notices:

 • Group vision statement

 • Maximum number of people

Make sure there are enough 
team members to cover all 
necessary jobs – including 
making the refreshments. 

Provide quality refreshments, 
perhaps have a different 
flavoured cake each week or 
‘nice’ biscuits.

Have name badges for yourself 
and your volunteers to wear 
each week.

or any general costs to keep 
the price down. You could 
offer a pre-payment plan 
where parents could pay per 
week leading up to the outing.

 • Hopefully you will avoid the 
awkward situation of families 
turning up on the day and 
saying they will pay later.

Itinerary
Give copies of the itinerary to 
parents, which should include:

 • Dates

 • Times

 • Exact places

 • What is to happen during the 
outing/ details of activities

 • Costs

 • Who will be doing what

 • Appropriate clothing

 • Names of all helpers attending 
the outing

 • Transport arrangements

 • The precise time and place at 
which the trip will end/ details 
of departure and return

General rules
It is important to run through 
these with your parents so that 
you are all on the same page:

 • At no time should a child be 
left unsupervised.

 • Children are the responsibility 
of the parent at all times.

 • Families are expected to 
treat each other with respect 
and kindness and to be 
considerate of each other, so 
that everyone has a good time 
on the outing.

 • The group leader is in charge 
of the outing, families agree 
to follow their instructions at 
all times.

Transport
 • Ensure parents know at what 

time and from where their 
transport will depart and return.

 • Ensure that parents are able 
to wait in a safe place to board 
the transport.

 • Keep track of your group - 
count when they get on or off 
transport or when arriving and 
leaving a venue/activity.

 • Let parents know what to do 
if they miss the scheduled 
departure time.

Emergency procedures
The group leader would normally 
take charge in an emergency 
and would need to ensure that 
emergency procedures are in 
place. It is worth keeping an 
accident book with you when on 
an outing.

If an accident happens, the 
priorities are to:
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Play soft background music to 
put parents at ease and create a 
relaxed environment.

Try to make comfortable  
seating available.

During the session
Give a genuine welcome so that 
single parents will feel secure 
and more likely to return for a 
second visit. 

Make sure single parents of all 
backgrounds feel welcome.

Ask them to sign in. If someone 
new arrives, ask them to fill in the 
new member registration form 
and give them an introductory 
leaflet or letter.

Nominate a team member to 
take the register and to make 
a note in the register if anyone 
leaves during the session. In the 
event of a fire, the nominated 
person can then reliably inform 
the fire service of any people left 
in the building.

Pay special attention to 
newcomers. Aim to introduce 
them to one or two of the 
friendliest group members 
who will include them in 
conversations and activities. It 
can be difficult for newcomers to 

remember more than a couple 
of names on the first visit.

If you have several members on 
the team, one member should 
welcome and another should take 
each new person into the main 
room, introduce them to others, 
and show them the fire exits, 
toilets and changing facilities.

Aim to remember the single-
parent’s name, their child(ren)’s 
name(s) and something  
about them.

It is important that members can 
share their frustrations and have 
space to offload. 

After the session
Make sure your volunteer rota 
includes people to help tidy away. 

It can be very helpful to have a 
brief team meeting or debrief. 
It should be short as people will 
have other things to go to. If 
there have been any incidents, 
make sure you have the details 
and that everyone is feeling OK. 
Note any concerns from the 
team and any actions you might 
need to take. You may need to 
follow up on this with the group 
members, but also possibly with 
the team if any of them have 
been affected too.
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 • Be a place where real 
friendships are made

 • Be creative, each session 
doesn’t need to be the same

A final note:

These single-parent groups are 
set up and run independently of 
Care for the Family.

As we are not directly 
supervising the group leaders 
or groups, you should not brand 
your meetings as official ‘Care 
for the Family’ groups. 

We are here to support you as 
an independent group, see page 
22 Resources and support from 
Care for the Family. 

Getting feedback from  
your group

You will probably get a good 
idea of how things are going by 
watching the group and chatting 
with them in the sessions. 
However, you may also need to 
identify any issues and ensure 
that the group is doing what you 
hoped it would.

We would recommend that you 
regularly review how your group 
is doing by asking the team 
and your group members the 
following questions:

 • How welcomed do you feel each 
time you attend the group? 

 • What is helpful and supportive 
about the group?

 • What is not helpful about  
the group?

 • How can we improve the group?

 • New topics to discuss?

 • New activities?

 • Does the venue, day and time 
suit you? 

 • If not, when would be better 
for you?

 • Do you have the opportunity 
to share and talk as much as 
you want to?

 • How welcome are new 
members made to feel?

 • How is the group making  
a difference to you and  
your family?

The feedback will hopefully 
encourage you that the group 
is going well, but also allow you 
to alter things if you need to. 
You might want to write to local 
companies who’ve donated 
money or those who’ve given 
you a grant to thank them and 
show them that what you are 
doing is making a difference. 
It also provides evidence for 
potential funders.

See appendix for a sample 
evaluation form for group 
members. 

Remember:

 • Create a warm and welcoming 
atmosphere to your group

 • Display your vision statement 
and keep going back to it and 
your aims to keep you focused

 • Listen to your single parents, it 
may be just what they need

 • Always look for new ways to 
move forward

 • Make use of Care for the 
Family resources 

 • Extend your warmth beyond 
the first session
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concerned, including what they 
think others or society value 
or don’t value about that role. 
There is also the complex mix of 
our multiple identities – these 
may make a cohesive whole, or 
there may be contradictions.

The following can be experienced 
by anyone who has had a 
relationship breakdown. 
However, the single parent 
has to deal with the additional 
challenges that parenting alone 
brings, while trying to find their 
identity again. 

Because identity is tied into 
how we believe others perceive 
us, we might have a multitude 
of conflicting thoughts if we 
become a single parent.

Do others think that single 
parents are:
 • Kind and thoughtful
 • Good-looking
 • Someone who is a good 

parent/partner/friend
 • Successful
 • Creative
 • Focused
 • Trustworthy
 • Someone who is strong  

and protects
 • Hardworking

When their relationship ends in 
separation or divorce, do single 

parents think that others view 
them differently?

 • That they have failed? 
– as a partner/spouse 
– as a parent

 • That they have less status as a 
single parent?

 • That they are stigmatised?

So, when people become single 
parents, they will also find 
they are unexpectedly asking 
themselves lots of questions. For 
many this is a huge challenge. In 
the shock, pain and numbness, 
they aren’t prepared for the 
questions that challenge their 
own actions and thoughts – 
questions that ask why this has 
happened to them and what 
part they played in this. 
The answers that they come up 
with can often be full of self-
doubt, self-critical, negative and 
unhelpful. When people are in 
this state of mind it often means 
they become overwhelmed 
and will find making decisions 
difficult, as they are uncertain 
whether they can make good 
decisions even about the 
smallest thing.

In the film The Runaway Bride, 
Maggie, played by Julia Roberts, is 
anxious about being married. She 
is so nervous that she has left not 
just one but three fiancés waiting 

Being yourself 
– helping single 
parents rediscover 
their identity
Aims

 • To have an understanding  
of identity

 • To have an understanding  
of how identity is affected  
by trauma

 • To provide suggestions to help 
single parents to think about 
their identity

Who am I? We may think of this 
as the sort of question an older 
child or teenager might ask. They 
are beginning to understand 
more about the world, to discover 
and develop their own gifts and 
abilities, thinking about how 
they fit in with others and what 
part they will play. What they are 
thinking about and forming is, in 
fact, their identity. Our identity is 
what we think about ourselves, 
and how we perceive what others 
think about us.

What is often important to a 

person’s identity is what they 
think is important – their values 
in life. Most people don’t actively 
think about which values are 
important. They will have been 
influenced by their parents or 
carers and by the culture and 
society that they have been 
brought up in, and also by where 
they live now. If things are going 
well, then their values seem to 
be working for them. People are 
more likely to question what they 
think is important when they 
are in a situation where they are 
faced with a crisis or trauma, or 
where other people are acting 
or saying things that go against 
what they themselves believe.

Another aspect of identity 
is what jobs or roles people 
have. They might be a teacher 
or a care assistant, a mum or 
dad, or a work colleague or 
friend. Each of these roles will 
mean something to the person 
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be unable to imagine anything 
positive in the story to come.

 • In relationships, each partner 
will often make sacrifices for 
the good of that relationship. 
But if the other person is 
controlling or manipulative, 
then this may mean a lot 
of sacrificing that is not for 
the good of the relationship 
but will happen in order 
to protect themselves. As a 
parent, they will also act to 
protect their children.  

Many people can feel lost, 
just as Maggie did in the 
story. The time in their 
former relationship may have 
defined who they were and 
they don’t even know what 
they like any more.

 • Parents put a huge amount of 
effort, physically, emotionally 
and psychologically, into their 
children. There may be little 
time and few resources left for 
them to do what they might 
want to do.

 • People may get into a state 
of mind that “one day it will 
all be different”; that in the 
future their life will then be 
open to experience moments 
of happiness. 

This seems positive. But by doing 
this they are essentially putting 
their lives on hold; it’s like driving 

a car with the handbrake on. 
The experience would be so 
much smoother and easier if the 
handbrake was off!

For many people, becoming a 
single parent has involved some 
sort of traumatic event. In the 
beginning there is often a range 
of powerful emotions, perhaps 
disbelief or an enormous sense 
of grief, and there can also be a 
constant vigilance, looking for 
potential dangers. This emotional 
and physical tension and pain will 
have an impact on the person; 
they will probably be unable to 
sleep. There may also be a sense 
of becoming powerless.

What we are looking to help 
single parents to do is to 
move into recovery, and part 
of this is in beginning to get 
back a sense of control and 
understanding of their life. 
Often recovery and change will 
be in small steps that at the 
time they may hardly notice.

Recovery is not about forgetting 
or not continuing to experience 
strong, painful feelings about an 
event that has changed their life. 
Recovery is about remembering 
and feeling in a way that allows 
them to re-find their identity, 
giving them the chance to live, 
love and hope again.

at the altar for her. And this has 
made her a media celebrity!

Into her life comes Ike, played by 
Richard Gere. He’s a journalist 
who one night meets a man in 
a bar who gives him a version 
of Maggie’s story. Ike writes 
his article but is fired because 
the man in the bar was one of 
Maggie’s ex-fiancés. He had given 
him lots of wrong facts and Ike 
hadn’t checked any of the details. 
However, in the hope that his 
reputation might be restored, he 
is invited to write another article 
about Maggie. 

Ike travels to meet Maggie and 
discovers that she alters her 
interests in order to please her 
fiancés. He observes that she 
changes how she likes her eggs 
cooked depending on what she 
has believed each fiancé would 
like. Ike and Maggie fall in love 
and arrange the wedding, but 
she leaves Ike standing at the 
altar too. 

Some time later, we observe 
Maggie trying different kinds of 
eggs, from fried, poached, and 
scrambled, to find out what she 
truly likes. She meets up again 
with Ike and explains that the 
previous fiancés were in love with 
the image she had created for 
them, and not with her. But this 

wasn’t why she had left Ike at 
the altar. What she had come to 
realise was that she didn’t really 
know herself; she had lost herself 
in creating all the different 
images for her fiancés. In true 
Hollywood style, the film ends 
happily for Ike and Maggie when 
she realises she doesn’t like big 
weddings and they marry in a 
private ceremony. 

When people misrepresent 
themselves, or present 
themselves in out-of-character 
ways to impress others, they will 
be acting in a way that is against 
their true self. The effort to do 
this will often be exhausting 
because it isn’t who they really 
are. Consequently, they will be 
trying to combat both self-doubt 
and negative thoughts. 

How, then, do single parents lose 
sight of themselves? 

 • It can feel like their past has 
been stolen. All that they 
thought was true has now 
ended. They may be having 
to rethink the past. The way 
they will now view it will be 
different to what they thought 
was happening at the time. 

This can lead to difficulties in 
understanding their present 
life and relationships.

 • Single parents will probably 

62 63



negative aspects (“this thing or 
person is no longer in my life”)

 • Now that you’re a single parent, 
what things do you do that you 
wouldn’t have done before? 
The aim is to help them 
recognise that life has 
changed and that not all of 
the changes are negative.

 • What would the life you hope 
for look like now? 
This is aiming to help people 
to act now rather than wait 
for a perfect time to do 
things they would like to 
do. Small things can often 
make a difference. Having 
enough time to do things is 
a big challenge and helpful 
suggestions could include 
babysitting circles or doing 
things with other single parents.

 • Avoid endlessly revisiting  
the past and rehashing  
old wounds.  
It’s good to get emotions and 
thoughts out into the open, 
but if someone is constantly 
doing this over a period of 
time then they will become 
stuck in these thoughts and 
emotions. Encourage them to 
think about something good 

that is happening now. 

In the article, Developing a 
Post-trauma Identity – Who 
Am I Now 3, Suzanne Philips 
writes: With strategies to deal 
with fear, anger, anxiety and 
the obstacles to going forward, 
Michele Rosenthal, suggests 
that the steps to reclaiming 
self and developing a post-
trauma identity include: 

– Reaching back to who you 
were, what you loved, what 
gifts you had and drawing 
upon them in a new and 
creative way. 

– Making meaning of the 
present in moments of 
determination, achievable goals, 
small victories and connections 
that change your perspective 
from the wounds of a victim to 
the wisdom of a survivor. 

– Looking up and out into 
possibilities in the future by 
choosing what you will take 
with you and what you want to 
create in your new life.

Questions you may want to help 
them to think about would be:

 • What are my values? Have  
they changed?

Research has shown that it’s 
important to find a way to put 
the pieces of their identity back 
together. If a person can’t find 
a way to include the break-up 
into a sense of who they are 
as a person, moving on will 
become even more challenging 
than it might otherwise be. 
As distressing as many of the 
thoughts that arise may be, by 
allowing them to filter back into 
their consciousness, perhaps 
ever so slowly, this will allow 
them to move towards recovery 
and emerge with a new – and 
stronger – sense of self.1

Self-acceptance and compassion 
is critical to healing, because it 
has to be in love that we recreate 
who we are. You can’t recreate 
an identity that feels good about 
what it means to be you if you 
are harbouring very harsh and 
unkind judgments about who 
you are at your core.2

How, then, can we help 
single parents to recognise 
what they like and don’t like? 
To see what qualities and 

gifts they have, what they 
enjoy doing and who they 
like spending time with?

The following ideas can be used 
with individuals or as part of a 
single parent group activity. For 
single parents, even thinking 
about any of these, especially 
early on, can be difficult. They 
may well be short of money, time 
and energy and unable to do 
anything other than look after 
their child(ren), go to work and 
manage the shopping, cooking 
and cleaning! 

A gentle, sensitive and 
encouraging approach will help 
them to think about these things 
and see that it does not matter 
how small the steps are that they 
are considering taking.

 • Name ten good things in  
your life. 
The aim here is to help single 
parents recognise that there 
are some good things in their 
life. Try to get them to focus on 
positive things (“this is a good 
thing or person”) rather than 

1. Reference: Sbarra, D. A., & Borelli, J. L. 2013. ‘Heart rate variability moderates the association 
between attachment avoidance and self-concept reorganization following marital separation’. 
International Journal of Psychophysiology, 88(3), 253-260. doi:10.1016/j.ijpsycho.2012.04.004), 
Elsevier, Amsterdam, Holland

2. Reference: Michele Rosenthal, The Neuropyschotherapist, issue 16 (July 2015) ISSN 2201-9529, 
Brisbane, Australia

3. Reference: Developing a Post-Trauma Identity – Who Am I Now?’ by Suzanne Phillips https://
blogs.psychcentral.com/healing-together/2015/05/developing-a-post-trauma-identity-who-am-i-
now [accessed 9 April 2019]
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Useful books
Books

Parenting

Surviving and Thriving on the 
Single-Parent Journey
Kat Seney-Williams
ISBN: 978-0745980584

Left To Their Own Devices? 
Confident Parenting in a World 
of Screens
Katharine Hill
ISBN: 978-1910012437 

The Sixty Minute Mother
Rob Parsons
ISBN: 978-0340995983

The Sixty Minute Father
Rob Parsons
ISBN: 978-0340995617

Finance 

The Money Secret
Rob Parsons
ISBN: 978-0340995969

 

 • What things did I used to like 
to do in the past and that I like 
to do now?

 • What am I good at?

 • What makes me happy or 
feel good?

 • Do I have any goals in life at 
the moment, small or big?

 • What do I like to read, what 
music do I like?

 • What do I want to learn?

 • Which people do I like to 
spend time with?

Comfort and support  
them over time

In the days, months and years that 
follow they are likely to get stuck 
perhaps by anger, unable to try 
new things, or even try old things, 
or struggling to be in control.

You may need to remind  
them that:

 • It doesn’t mean that they 
haven’t moved or have stopped 
moving along their journey.

 • It doesn’t mean that they are 
not re-claiming their identity.

 • Moments of doubt and 
moments of hope don’t cancel 
each other out. They are part 
of the journey. 
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good causes in local communities 
in the UK. There are currently 
three grant schemes covering 
different sizes of projects and 
parts of the country.

Web: www.tescobagsofhelp.org.uk/

Waitrose Community 
Matters Fund
UK-registered national 
charities who wish to apply 
for the Community Matters 
Online initiative should send 
applications for consideration 
to: Waitrose Community 
Matters Team, Waitrose Limited, 
Doncastle Road, Bracknell, 
Berkshire, RG12 8YA. 

Web: www.waitrose.com/
content/waitrose/en/home/
inspiration/community_
matters.html.

The Co-operative 
Co-operative Community groups 
and co-operatives can apply for 
support from The Co-operative.

The Tudor Trust
An independent grant-making 
trust which supports voluntary 
and community groups working 
in any part of the UK.

Web: www.tudortrust.org.uk/
Tel: 0207 727 8522

Awards for All
Funds community-based 
projects across the UK 

Web: www.biglotteryfund.org.uk/
funding/Awards-For-All

Big Lottery Fund
Providing grants from £300 
to more than £500,000 to 
community and voluntary groups 
and charities.

Web: www.biglotteryfund.org.uk/
funding
 

National Lottery  
Good Causes
Offers funding for projects in the 
UK that benefit the community 
and ‘good causes’. 

Web: www.lotterygoodcauses.org.
uk/funding
Tel: 0845 275 0000.

Comic Relief 
Offers grants from £1,000 
up to £10,000 for UK based 
projects. In partnership with UK 
Community Foundations, these 
grants will fund the ‘core costs’ 
of groups doing much needed 
work in their local communities.

Web: www.comicrelief.com/
apply-for-grants

Finding financial 
help for your group
Local councils
Contact your council for 
information about community-
based funding and grants for 
projects like activities for young 
people, volunteer programmes 
and development of  
communal facilities. 

Your local councillor can be a 
helpful source of information and 
may also actively support your 
group. Local councillors have set 
funds to distribute through the 
term to organisations, causes or 
groups. Ask for a meeting with 
them. Make sure that you do your 
homework before you meet and 
have statistics, real stories and 
possible numbers of single parent 
households within your area.  

Churches
Local churches may like to 
contribute in some way. For 
example, help with providing 
simple things like refreshments, 
printing and photocopying 
and providing policies like 
Safeguarding, helping with 
DBS application costs and 

Safeguarding courses. You may 
be able to secure a source of 
giving from within your home 
church towards running costs.

Local organisations/
businesses
Some local organisations may 
be willing to donate to your 
group. It is worth finding out 
which organisations/companies 
are within your area and give 
them a call. 

Grocery and high  
street stores
Some supermarkets have 
community grant schemes 
where customers are given 
tokens with their shopping to 
vote for worthy projects.  

ASDA Foundation
A charitable corporate 
foundation making independent 
grants throughout the UK.

Webs: www.asdafoundation.org/.

Tesco Bags of Help
Tesco community grants support 
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Ford Britain Trust
Offers grants of up to £3,000 for 
work supporting activities with 
clear benefit to the community. 

Web: www.ford.co.uk/experience-
ford/about-ford/ford-britain-trust

Family Fund
The UK’s largest charity providing 
grants for families raising 
disabled or seriously ill children 
and young people

Web: www.familyfund.org.uk/  

Other helpful 
organisations
Disclosure and Barring 
Services (DBS)
Helps employers make safer 
recruitment decisions and 
prevent unsuitable people from 
working with vulnerable groups, 
including children.

Web: www.gov.uk/government/
organisations/disclosure-and-
barring-service

Thirtyone:eight
An independent Christian 
charity which helps individuals, 
organisations, charities, faith and 
community groups to protect 
vulnerable people from abuse.

Web: www.thirtyoneeight.org 

NSPCC
The UK’s leading children’s 
charity, preventing abuse and 
helping those affected to recover.

Web: www.nspcc.org.uk

Family Lives
Offers parenting and family 
support through their website 
and helpline.

Tel: 0808 800 2222
Web: www.familylives.org.uk

St John Ambulance  
First Aid Training
Offers a community course called 
Essential First Aid. The course 
is aimed towards volunteers or 
members of the public who wish 
to receive general knowledge of 
first aid. 

Web: www.sja.org.uk

Divorce Recovery Workshop
A national charity, helping 
people from any background to 
come to terms with the end of a 
relationship (married or not).

Tel: 0333 335 0489
Web: www.drw.org.uk

Families Need Fathers
A UK charity supporting dads, 
mums and grandparents to have 
personal contact and meaningful 
relationships with their children 
following parental separation.

Tel: 0300 030 0363
Web: www.fnf.org.uk
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Where will you hold your support group meetings?

Church room/community/other

Who can help you set up and run the support group?

List people and what they can help with (admin/finance/running 
support group)

How much money will you need to run your group?

Look at all the possible costs involved

What will you charge single parents to come along to the meeting?

What if parents can’t afford this or won’t pay?

What organisations do you hope will refer single parents to your group?

GP/health visitors/schools/social services/solicitors

Planning sheet – 
Setting up a group
When do you hope the support group will start running?

Allow a realistic time period to plan/ recruit help/visit organisations/
raise money/publicise

Is your support group independent or part of a church/organisation?

What area are you looking to cover?

Is this your local community/town/city/county?

What do you know or how will you find out about single parents in 
your area?
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Collecting and 
storing data
The General Data Protection 
Regulation (GDPR) law sets out 
how businesses and organisations 
can gather, store and use 
people’s data. The law states 
that in terms of data control, 
organisations are responsible 
for the data control processes of 
both staff and volunteers, and 
they all need to work within 
organisational guidelines. 

If you are organising a single-parent 
support group independently, 
how you gather and store data is 
your responsibility.

If you work for or with another 
organisation (e.g. a church or 
charity), you should contact 
them to find out if you are 
covered by their GDPR policy 
and what processes they need 
you to follow. You will still remain 
responsible for complying with 
the law.

The following advice is offered to 
help you think through what data 
you need to ask for, how you record 
people giving consent and then 
how you store and use that data. 

1. What personal information can 
I ask for?
The law allows you to ask for 
names and contact details when 
you are setting up and running 
a group. The GDPR says that it 
must be clear how you are going 
to use the data when you gather 
it. People must know why you 
are collecting the information, so 
make sure you ask only for details 
you need and that you can 
explain why you are asking for it. 

2. Can I send a group email to all 
those running a stand at the fair?
When a person gives you their 
email address it does not mean 
that you can share it with anyone 
else. So if you are writing an 
email to a number of people, 
you cannot include everyone’s 
address in the ‘To’ or ‘CC’ box as 
it will be visible to all who receive 
it. You can send an email to 
yourself and put everyone’s email 
in the BCC (blind copy) box. This 
way, everyone will get the same 
email, but you have protected 
each person’s personal data.

Publicity planner  

Activity
Time before 

starting 
group

Anticipated 
date

Date 
completed

Word of mouth
Six weeks

Posters

Meet those people 
and organisations who 
could refer parents to 
your group

Four weeks

Announcement by 
church minister

Church notice sheet

Letters to local 
churches and 
organisations

Emails sent

Facebook and Twitter

Put posters up

Personal invites
Two – four 

weeks

Newspaper
advertisement Two weeks

Radio announcement
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as phone numbers/emails. So if 
you use an online web form for 
people to sign up to your event, 
any information on or attached 
to the web form needs to be 
stored securely and only used for 
the reason you stated.  

5. How long should I store the 
data for?
The only data you need to store 
is for those people who have 
agreed to you sending them 
information about future support 
groups, courses and events. 

If attenders have not agreed to 
this, we suggest it is acceptable 
to keep a list of their names, as 
it can be useful to have a record 
of who has attended your group. 
However, you must not keep 
their contact details as they have 
not given you permission to 
contact them.

Email systems and mobile phone 
software often automatically 
add email addresses or phone 
numbers to address books. You 
must delete any such contact 
data about attenders from your 
personal mobile and email 
address book as soon as the 
event finishes. 

If you have the attender’s 
agreement to contact them, 
our advice is to feel free to send 

them emails for up to 12 months 
only. GDPR states that each 
email must offer the opportunity 
to unsubscribe from getting 
further emails. If you have not 
had a reply from someone within 
12 months then we advise you 
do not send them any further 
information. Please remember 
that silence or a lack of response 
is not consent for you to have 
further contact. 

You will probably want to keep 
contact details of exhibitors 
and speakers. Where possible, 
get written confirmation (for 
example by email), that they 
agree to you keeping their 
data, what data you are storing 
and what you will use it for. 
For example, you may want to 
say, “We will store your name/
organisation and contact details 
securely and use them to ask if 
you would like to be involved in 
future groups.”

 

3.  What if people would like 
to know about other events/
courses that I or my organisation 
is running?
The names and contact details 
of people you gather at a single-
parent support group can only 
be used to contact them about 
that group unless you have 
been clear that you will also be 
contacting them about future 
courses or events. You may 
therefore wish to include a tick 
box on your registration form 
with the wording; “Yes, I would 
like to be contacted about future 
events or courses.” 

The law is clear that you should 
include a way for people to ‘opt 
out’ in every communication 
after the event (as these become 
marketing emails) and on any 
communication which asks for 
additional personal contact 
details. This simple wording is all 
you need to include: 

“You can unsubscribe at any time 
– just use the unsubscribe link in 
any email we send you or let us 
know by phone, email or letter. 

4. How should I store the data?
All data should be stored 
securely and you must take 
reasonable precautions to 
make sure it remains secure. 
You can store people’s personal 

information that relates to your 
event on a phone, tablet, laptop 
or other electronic device; 
however, if you do, you must set 
a password to access that device. 
You will also need to make sure 
that your phone or laptop is not 
likely to be stolen and that when 
you are away from it, it is in the 
locked position. 

If you are storing information on a 
device or laptop, it is advisable to 
keep it in a separate folder from 
your other files. This helps you to 
remember that it is confidential 
information that can only be 
used for the purpose it was given 
– for example, contacting people 
about your group. 

If you keep paper copies of forms 
with personal data, they should 
be stored in a folder marked 
‘confidential’. You need to take 
reasonable precautions to ensure 
that someone else will not be 
able to look at that folder or 
paperwork. If it is being stored 
in an area that is being used by 
other people, for example in a 
church office, then it should be 
stored in a locked cabinet.

The GDPR clearly states that 
electronic information is also 
part of the person’s record held 
by you and needs to be treated 
with the same confidentiality 
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Sample – Volunteer 
agreement
Thank you for the interest that you have shown in becoming a  
helper at [insert name of single parent support group]. The group is 
run by members of [insert if appropriate: the community/name of 
church or organisation].

We value the children and young people in our care and those 
working with them. In line with official recommendations on safer 
recruitment and as part of our commitment to children and young 
people, we ask volunteers to complete this form. Anyone who is in a 
role within the group working with children is required to have a DBS 
check in England and Wales or the appropriate criminal records check 
in other countries. It is important that you contact [insert name and 
contact details] who will explain about this process.

Personal details
Full name:

Date of birth:

Address:

Postcode:

Email address:

Home phone number:

Mobile number:

Sample – Group 
vision statement
Our vision is to support and encourage all single parents  
and their families.

We aim to:

Welcome everyone
Give a warm welcome to 
everyone, whatever their age, 
culture, religious background, 
colour, gender or disability.

Offer friendship
Offer true friendship to everyone 
who comes to our group and 
create an environment where 
friendships can be made among 
our group members.

Involve parents
Encourage parents and carers to 
assist and participate fully in the 
group as the group is for them 
and their children.

Provide a safe and  
happy environment
Offer a safe and happy 
environment for parents and 
children and the team.

Be excellent
To do our best in all that we do in 
our group, from making coffee to 
comforting a person in distress. 
At all times to try to maintain our 
high standards.

Care for our team
Value, encourage and care for 
every member of the team.

The group is run by members of 
[insert if appropriate: name of 
church or organisation].

Note: it may be helpful to display 
your vision statement each time 
you meet. This will help to keep 
you as a leader and the team 
focused on why you are doing 
what you are doing and for 
parents to know why you as a 
group exist.
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Name:

Address:

Postcode:

Tel No:  
Relationship to you:

Name:

Address:

Postcode:

Tel No:  
Relationship to you:

You will be required to attend a child protection  
training session and may be required to have a 
DBS check or equivalent.

   I confirm that I have received a copy of [insert name of single parent 
support group] safeguarding.

   policy and that I will endeavour to follow the guidelines contained 
within it.

   I confirm that the information submitted is correct and complete.

   I agree to inform [insert contact name] if I am convicted of an 
offence or if I become the subject of a police investigation, social 
services or social work department investigation. I understand that 
failure to do so may lead to the immediate suspension of my work 
with children.

Brief role profile: [name of group] Volunteer
Responsible for assisting at Single Parent Support Group sessions. This 
may include helping with activities such as play, craft, song time, story 
time, and refreshments.

In addition, you may become involved in associated activities 
including, but not limited to, outings, single parent socials, crèches etc.

You will be responsible to:

Your primary responsibility is towards the health, safety and welfare of 
those attending. As with all those volunteering, you will be expected to 
comply with the safeguarding policy that the group works under.

Your time commitment will on average be:

Experience, qualifications and training
Please give details overleaf (or on a separate sheet of paper) of your 
experience of working with single parents and looking after children 
or young people and details of any relevant qualifications or training. 
Include a brief outline of any previous involvement.

References
Please complete the details below of two people who would be willing 
to provide a personal reference. Referees need to be independent, so 
do not ask family members. A suitable referee would be someone 
who has known you in an official capacity for at least two years such 
as a church leader/minister, teacher or manager at work. If you are in 
employment, one referee should be your present employer.

If you have been involved with another church/organisation in either 
voluntary or paid work during the last five years, please give them as 
one of your referees.
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Sample – Letter for 
first-time attender
Dear [name of single parent]

We are really pleased that you have joined [insert name of group] Single 
Parent Support Group!

I am [name of leader], the group leader, and together with the rest of 
the team I would like to welcome you.

We will do all we can to help you feel a part of our group. The group 
is run by members of [insert if appropriate: the community/name of 
church or organisation].

For your information, we are open on [insert day, how often, any other 
details, for example, during term time].

We like to keep the entrance free for everyone’s safety, so please leave 
large items including prams and buggies in the room on the right 
of the hall when you arrive. The fire exit at the end of the hall is for 
emergency use only and should not be used at other times.
We like to ensure that every group member feels relaxed, supported, 
safe and secure, and that they have fun while we are here. For this 
reason, we have a maximum number limit of [insert maximum number 
here] adults and children, and as group leader it is my responsibility to 
ensure we don’t exceed the maximum. 

When you sign in each time we meet, you are agreeing to follow a few 
simple group rules that ensure everyone has an enjoyable time:

 • If you bring your children along to the group, they are your 
responsibility during that time

 • Please intervene with your child if others are at risk of being hurt, as the 
way they relate to and play with other children are your responsibility

[For unpaid volunteers you may like to consider using the following 
wording in the volunteer agreement form:]

Legal information
We need to inform you that this is an informal agreement and not 
a legally binding contract. It may be cancelled at any time at the 
discretion of either party. Neither you nor [insert name of Single Parent 
Support Group] intend for any employment relationship to be created 
either now or at any time in the future.

Signed:      Date:

Please return completed form to: [Insert contact details].
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Sample – 
Safeguarding notice
To be displayed at every session

Please remember that your child is your responsibility at all times 
during the session.

We are committed to making this a safe place for every child and 
adult attending the group.

We follow government guidelines on safeguarding children and 
vulnerable adults. This includes good working practice and safe 
recruitment of all.

We work to a formal safeguarding policy, and this can be seen on 
request from one of the designated persons shown below.

These designated persons have been appointed by the leadership to 
respond to any safeguarding concerns in respect of this group.

1.

2.

Please speak to one of the designated people if you have any concerns 
regarding the safety or welfare of a child or vulnerable adult.

The group is run by members of [insert if appropriate: name of  
church/organisation].

 • If another parent expresses concern about something your child has 
done, listen graciously

 • Take care of and encourage your children to look after the room, the 
equipment and each other

 • Take care with drinks, buggies and belongings

 • Respect the views of all group members, even if they are different 
to yours

 • Explore each other’s point of view, even if you don’t agree or feel you 
have been misunderstood

 • Stay friends!

 • Appreciate the team members who are here to organise and facilitate 
the group, but who are also part of the group family

Everyone’s comments about the group are always welcome. If you 
have any concerns or suggestions about how we can do things 
differently, please let me or any of the team know.

This is your group and your input is always welcome.

If you have any questions about [name of church or organisation], 
please approach us, as the group is run by members of the church/
organisation. From time to time the church/organisation offers 
subsidised outings, holiday dinners etc., all of which you are very 
welcome to join in.

If you need to speak to me outside single-parent support group times, 
please call me on [insert your telephone number].

Above all, we are about having fun and supporting each other– so 
enjoy being together!

[Name of leader]
Group leader of [name of group] 
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Special needs/dietary requirements:
Parent:

Child(ren):

Signed:        Date:

Relationship to child(ren):

The group is run by members of [insert if appropriate: name of church/
organisation]

[Insert organisation name] would love to email you about future local 
courses and events. We would also like to keep you up to date with 
news and information about how we can support you.

We will never share your details with others for marketing or 
fundraising. You can unsubscribe at any time – just use the 
unsubscribe link in any email we send you or let us know by phone, 
email or letter.

 Please send me information about [insert organisation name].

 Please send me further information from [insert organisation name] 
about local courses and further events.

 

Sample – 
New member 
registration form
Parent’s name:

Parent’s date of birth:

Child(ren)’s name(s):

Child(ren)’s date of birth:

Contact address:

Postcode:

Contact telephone number:

Email address:

Registration date:

Medical conditions (for example, allergies, asthma):

Parent:

Child(ren):
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Sample – Feedback 
form for group 
members
We want to be able to offer you the best support we can. To help us to 
do that, we need your feedback. Please answer the questions below 
and pass it back to your group leader.

How welcomed do you feel each time you attend the group? 

 

What is helpful and supportive about the group? 

 

What is not helpful about the group? 

 

How can we improve the group?
New topics to discuss?
New activities? 

 

Sample – 
Attendance form
Name(s) of parents 
and children please

Medical/dietary 
Information

Time in Time out
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Sample – Parental 
consent form – 
emergency contact 
and medical 
information 
Name of group leader:

Mobile:

Departure date:  Time:

Location:

Return date:  Time:

Location:

Group: Total number:  
Adults (including helpers):  Children:

Attach an emergency contact list for everyone in the group to this sheet.

Emergency contact information
Your details

Name:

Address:

Postcode:

Does the venue, day and time suit you? 
If not, when would be better for you?

 

Do you have the opportunity to share and talk as much as you want to?

 

How welcome are new members made to feel? 

 

Tell us how the group is making a difference to you and your family 

 

Thank you
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If you or your child(ren) require a mild painkiller, such as Paracetamol, 
or another non-prescription drug, are you willing for it to be given to 
you or your child(ren) by a first aid officer?   Yes     No 

In an emergency, are you willing for you or your child(ren) to receive 
necessary hospital treatment, including an anaesthetic?   Yes     No 

Please give the name of your GP and their telephone number

Name of GP:

Telephone number:

Photography consent
Do you give us permission to take photographs of you and your 
children? These may be used for our marketing.   Yes     No 

Parental consent
The following parental consent is required for you and your child(ren) 
to attend our group outing. As the parent of the child(ren) named on 
this form:

 • I understand that I am responsible for my child(ren) at all times 
during the outing  

 • I agree that should emergency medical treatment be required 
during the outing, I will accept the judgement of a qualified 
medical practitioner 

 • In the event of illness or accident to myself, I authorise (insert group 
leader name here) to act on my behalf 

 • I agree that in the event of me or my child(ren) displaying disruptive 
behaviour, (insert group leader name here) reserves the right to ask 
us to leave

 • I agree to accept instructions from (insert group leaders name 
here) as he/she is our group leader and responsible for the smooth 
running of the outing

Signed:      Date:

Print name:

Tel No:  Date of birth:

Email:

Your emergency contact person

Name:

Contact number:

Relationship to you:

Your children who are attending

Name:  Date of birth:

Name:  Date of birth:

Name:  Date of birth:

Name:  Date of birth:

Do you have other children who are not attending?   Yes     No 

Medical information
Do you or your children suffer from any allergies or medical 
conditions?   Yes     No 

If YES, please give details:

Do you or any of your children use an inhaler?   Yes     No 

If yes, which family member?

 Are you or any of your children on a special diet?   Yes     No 

If YES, please give details:

Have you all been vaccinated against tetanus?   Yes     No 

 If yes, when was the last booster given?
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