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Executive summary 

Sixty-nine mothers completed the survey. Their sons ranged from infancy to 25 years old, although the 
largest group were of secondary-school age. The responses describe considerable variation: some boys 
were doing well and some mothers felt well supported, while others described distress, behavioural 
difficulties, school problems, neurodivergence, bereavement, disrupted father contact and severe 
pressure at home. 

Across that variation, a consistent message emerged. Many mothers were carrying the full emotional 
and practical responsibility for their sons while trying to interpret needs that were not always visible to 
schools or services. They wanted support that was relational, practical and available before problems 
became a crisis. 

54% 

worried about emotional wellbeing 

30% 

worried about education or future 

26% 

worried about lack of male guidance 

 
These three areas were coded from mothers’ written answers about their biggest worries for their sons. 
Categories overlap because one response could include more than one concern. 

Headline findings 

Finding 1: Mothers described an often unseen emotional load. Guilt, worry, exhaustion and the 
pressure of making every decision alone ran through the responses. 

 

Finding 2: Concern centred on sons’ emotional wellbeing, identity, confidence, behaviour, future 
relationships and access to trustworthy male role models. 

 

Finding 3: School experience was mixed. Some mothers praised individual teachers and schools; 
others described masking, behaviour-led responses, limited capacity and help arriving only after 
difficulties escalated. 

 

Finding 4: Mothers did not ask for one single service. They wanted listening, practical guidance, 
emotional support, a better understanding of boys and, for some, connection with peers and 
appropriate men. 

 

Finding 5: A group offer is promising but must be designed carefully. Confidentiality, lack of judgement, 
flexible online and local options, suitable timing and affordability were repeatedly raised. 

 

Finding 6: Mothers whose sons had received Lads Need Dads support described positive changes 
linked to mentoring, practical activities, reading support, shared experiences and having trusted men 
who remained available over time. 
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Key conclusions 

The survey identifies six connected conclusions:  

1. many sons carry distress that is not immediately visible;  
2. mothers are often the only consistent adult holding the full picture;  
3. the absence or inconsistency of a father can affect identity, emotional wellbeing and everyday 

development;  
4. schools and services make the greatest difference when they respond with patience, 

consistency and curiosity;  
5. boys benefit from safe, trustworthy adults and practical opportunities to belong;  
6. and support for mothers is an important part of improving outcomes for sons.  

Full conclusions are set out in Section 13. 

Recommendations 

- Invest in early, consistent male mentoring for boys who lack a reliable father figure. 
 

- Train school staff to recognise hidden distress, loss and disrupted father relationships as  
wellbeing issues, while avoiding assumptions about individual boys. 
 

- Create practical guidance for mothers on boys’ development, emotional regulation, puberty, 
relationships and conversations about fathers. 
 

- Pilot confidential, flexible peer support for mothers, with local and online routes and access to 
individual guidance. 
 

- Improve referral pathways so families can reach appropriate help before attendance, 
behaviour or mental health reaches crisis point. 
 

- Build on the long-term Lads Need Dads model, combining mentoring, practical life skills, wider 
experiences, community contribution and support for mothers and carers. 

About Lads Need Dads 

Lads Need Dads CIC is an early intervention organisation supporting boys and young men who are 
growing up without a consistent father figure. Its work combines school-based early intervention, long-
term male mentoring, practical life skills, emotional development, family support and opportunities 
that broaden boys' horizons. The organisation supports both boys and the mothers or carers raising 
them, recognising that strong relationships around a boy are central to lasting change. 

School-based early intervention 

Reading Mentors is a 12-week programme for Year 6 boys preparing for secondary school. Carefully 
recruited and trained male volunteers provide weekly one-to-one mentoring in primary schools, 
combining reading, emotional literacy, encouragement and relationship-building. The programme is 
not simply about assessing reading ability. It gives each boy consistent time and attention from a 
positive male role model, while a Family Support Worker maintains contact with his mother or carer. 

LADPODs is a 12-week school-based early intervention programme for Year 7 boys. Delivered during 
the school day in groups of up to eight, it focuses on emotional literacy, confidence, resilience, 
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communication, belonging and positive relationships. Lads Need Dads trains school staff, provides the 
facilitator toolkit and resources, and offers ongoing guidance so schools can identify and support boys 
early, before difficulties become more entrenched. 

The long-term pathway 

Equip, Engage and Inspire form an 18-month mentoring pathway. Through male-led group mentoring, 
boys take part in bushcraft and outdoor activities, practical life-skills training, emotional literacy, 
community volunteering, leadership opportunities, visits beyond their local area and sessions with 
inspiring men. Boys learn useful skills such as tying a tie, shaving, basic DIY, bike maintenance, looking 
after themselves and taking responsibility for practical tasks, while building confidence, relationships 
and aspirations. 

After Inspire, boys can continue through Ambassadors, receiving ongoing peer and mentor support, 
developing leadership skills and becoming positive role models for younger boys up until the age of 
18+. Some boys remain connected to Lads Need Dads for up to eight years. This continuity is especially 
important for boys whose fathers have died, where their father cannot return and the need for trusted 
male relationships may change rather than disappear as they grow. 

Working with the whole family 

Lads Need Dads works alongside mothers and carers throughout its programmes. This can include 
regular contact, practical guidance, parent training, conflict mediation, signposting and referrals for 
additional support. Where there is pain connected with separation, bereavement, abuse or a broken 
parental relationship, supporting the mother can be an important part of helping the boy. 

Mentoring is not presented as a replacement for a boy's father. Lads Need Dads supports the boy and 
the family around him, but does not mediate, manage or become involved in relationships between 
boys and their fathers. Its role is to ensure that each boy has consistent adults, practical guidance and 
a supportive community around him as he grows. 

Full details of all Lads Need Dads programmes: https://ladsneeddads.org/programmes/ 

Foreword 

Mothers raising sons alone are often expected to manage an extraordinary amount without being asked 
what they need. They may be supporting a son through grief, rejection, inconsistent contact, anger, 
anxiety, school difficulties or questions they do not always feel equipped to answer. At the same time, 
they are making decisions, advocating for support and trying to create stability at home. 

Many mothers described loving, thoughtful and resilient sons, and some spoke warmly about the 
people and services that had helped. Their responses offer a fuller picture of what life can involve: what 
is hard, what remains hidden, what helps and what could be offered sooner. 

I am grateful to every mother who shared her experiences. Their responses should help shape support 
that works with families, respects their knowledge and notices boys before problems reach crisis point. 

Sonia Shaljean 
Founder and Managing Director, Lads Need Dads CIC 

https://ladsneeddads.org/programmes/
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Methodology 

The survey was conducted by Lads Need Dads CIC between 9 January and 26 July 2026. Participation 
was voluntary. It combined fixed-choice questions with open-text questions about mothers’ 
experiences, their sons, schools and professionals, current support, and the design of possible future 
provision. 

Sixty-nine mothers responded. The survey was shared with families in areas where Lads Need Dads 
works and more widely online. Forty-three respondents said their son had never taken part in a Lads 
Need Dads programme, while 26 reported current or previous participation. This mix allows the report 
to include both families familiar with the organisation and a larger group with no programme 
experience. 

Some mothers answered about more than one son. Ages ranged from seven months to 25 years, and 
circumstances included father absence, intermittent contact, bereavement and harmful or 
emotionally unavailable relationships. In this report, the phrase “without a consistent father figure” is 
used broadly and does not imply that all families have the same experience or that contact with a 
father is always safe or beneficial. 

Fixed-choice responses were analysed using descriptive counts and percentages. Where a question 
allowed more than one choice, totals can exceed 69 and percentages can exceed 100%. Open-text 
responses were reviewed and grouped into recurring themes to produce an accessible synthesis. 
Responses to the question about mothers’ biggest worries were also coded into three broad, non-
exclusive areas for the headline figures: emotional wellbeing; education and future direction; and male 
guidance. A single response could be included in more than one area. Digital analysis tools were used 
to support organisation, checking and the selection of illustrative quotations. Quotations were 
checked against the original responses and remain in the mothers’ own words. Only clear spelling, 
punctuation and grammatical errors have been corrected. No quotation has been rewritten or 
combined with another response. 

The survey included an optional field for contact details. These details were separated from the 
analysis and have not been reproduced or used in this report. Quotations are presented without names 
or identifying information. The survey instrument was developed by Lads Need Dads for this project and 
is not a validated psychometric or academic research instrument. 

1. Who responded 

The survey was designed to hear directly from mothers raising sons without a consistent father figure. It 
asked about their sons, the pressures mothers carry, experiences of schools and professionals, 
current support needs, and interest in helping shape future provision. 

Responses were collected from 69 mothers. Forty-three (62%) said their son had not taken part in a 
Lads Need Dads programme; 26 (38%) had a son participating currently or previously. This means the 
findings include both organisationally connected families and a larger group with no programme 
experience. 
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Profile measure Count Share of respondents 

No Lads Need Dads programme experience 43 62% 

Previous programme experience 14 20% 

Current programme experience 12 17% 

Living in Colchester 23 33% 

Living in Tendring 21 30% 

Living outside Essex 19 28% 

Living in Basildon/elsewhere in Essex 6 9% 

 
Education settings were selected for the sons being described. Secondary education was the most 
common (39 selections, including combined responses), followed by primary (12), other settings (12), 
college/further education (9) and alternative provision (1). Because some mothers were raising more 
than one son, education categories could overlap. 

2. The weight mothers carry 

Question 5 and 6 asked 

What has been the most challenging part of raising your son alone? What do you feel you are 
carrying that others do not see? 

 
The open responses reveal a workload that is practical, emotional and financial at the same time. 
Mothers described being the only person available to make decisions, enforce boundaries, respond to 
school, manage appointments, absorb anger and distress, and keep family life stable. A recurring 
difficulty was having no one with whom to test decisions or share responsibility. 

“All the weight: emotionally, physically and financially.” 
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“Making all decisions on your own about parenting, boundaries, vital conversations about safety, 
relationships.” 

“My nervous system can be dysregulated, and I get exhausted.” 

“Having no one to discuss big decisions with. Not being able to escape for five minutes when things 
get hard.” 

“That being mum and dad, with no backup, is tough. When I make the wrong decision, the weight is 
heavy. It’s all on me.” 

“The constant mental and emotional load, worrying about his wellbeing, future, behaviour, 
education and sense of belonging, while managing my own wellbeing. There is very little space to 
rest or switch off, even when things appear ‘fine’ on the outside.” 

Guilt was particularly visible. Some mothers worried that they were not enough, had chosen the wrong 
father for their child, or were somehow responsible for the consequences of his absence. Others 
stressed that raising a child alone had been safer and more stable than maintaining a harmful parental 
relationship. The survey therefore does not support a simplistic assumption that father contact is 
always beneficial; safety, consistency and the quality of the relationship matter. 

Financial strain and lack of time compounded the emotional load. Respondents referred to the cost of 
living, managing on one income, childcare, limited respite and the difficulty of attending support while 
caring for children. 

3. How mothers describe their sons 

Question 3 asked 

How would you describe your son at the moment? 

 
The responses did not describe one type of boy. Mothers used words such as kind, thoughtful, loving, 
funny, bright, sensitive, creative and caring. Some sons were happy and doing well. Others were 
withdrawn, anxious, angry, overwhelmed or struggling to regulate their emotions. Several mothers 
described both strengths and difficulties in the same answer. 

“He is doing fine. Calm. Shy. Considerate. Kind.” 

“A lovely lad but having some mental health struggles.” 

“Doing amazingly well despite all he has been through, but underneath holds a lot of anger and a 
reluctance to share.” 

“Beautiful soul, calming, gentle, intelligent. My favourite human being in the whole world.” 

“Kind, honest, confident at times. People pleasing, wants to make everyone happy.” 

“Gone from a fearless, outdoors, sport-loving child to, over the last two months, not attending 
school, anxious, avoiding friends and activities.” 

This mixed picture is important. It challenges any assumption that boys growing up without a 
consistent father figure are inevitably troubled or that need is always visible. A boy can be achieving, 
polite or apparently settled while carrying uncertainty, grief or low confidence. Equally, behaviour that 
is difficult for adults may sit alongside warmth, loyalty, creativity and a strong sense of justice. 
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4. What mothers worry about for their sons 

Question 8 asked 

What are your biggest worries for your son at this stage? 

 
Mothers’ worries were broad but connected. They included mental health, anger, withdrawal, 
confidence, school progress, exclusion, friendships, unsafe peer influence, future work, relationships, 
and whether their sons would know how to become healthy partners or fathers. Several feared that 
distress was being held inside until it became visible through behaviour or crisis. 

 

Thirty-seven mothers (54%) raised emotional wellbeing, mental health, confidence, anxiety, anger or 
loneliness. Twenty-one (30%) raised education, future direction, independence or life skills. Eighteen 
(26%) raised lack of male guidance, male role models or concerns connected with the father 
relationship. These are broad, overlapping categories drawn from written answers, not fixed-choice 
survey results. 

“That what you see on the outside isn’t what is going on inside.” 

“They go under the radar, they require teachers who will invest their confidence in them.” 

“His anxiety and fear are restrictive.” 

“That he can’t let go of anger. That he’s always going to be low.” 

“The wrong path, choosing the wrong friends.” 

“He is a teen, who probably needs his dad more than ever right now, and he’s not around.” 

“Influences of toxic and unhealthy masculinity/relationships” 

Male role models were repeatedly mentioned, but mothers described more than simply wanting a man 
to be present. They wanted trustworthy, consistent adults who could model respectful masculinity, 
offer a male perspective, share activities and encourage their sons. Several respondents also wanted 
help to judge which adults were safe and appropriate. 
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Responses to the direct question about fathers and male role models were mixed: 19 selected “No”, 14 
selected “Yes”, 15 selected “Sometimes”, 27 indicated that their son was in touch with his father, and 
three said the father had died. As respondents could select more than one answer, these figures 
overlap. They show that questions about fathers remain relevant even where contact exists; contact 
and consistency are not the same thing. 

5. Talking about fathers and difficult subjects 

Question 11 and 12 asked 

Does your son ever ask about his father or male role models? What do you find hardest about 
navigating this as a mum? 

 
Many mothers described the difficulty of being honest without harming their son, criticising his father or 
concealing behaviour that had caused disappointment. Intermittent contact created particular 
complexity: mothers were often left to manage the emotional consequences when plans changed or 
contact stopped. 

“Knowing the right thing to say when his dad is having phases of being in and out of his life. I don’t 
want to bad mouth his dad to him, but I don’t want to ‘cover’ for his dad and him believe the ‘mum 
stopped me seeing you narratives’ I want to be honest but not accusing and getting that balance 
right is hard.” 

“Being truthful without causing damage” 

“His dad rings occasionally and often demands to see him, but there is no consistency.” 

“His dad doesn’t always show up emotionally or physically. I have to navigate this at all times.” 

“Their father is a god and makes a lot of excuses for his absence. It’s hardest seeing them believe 
the lies and not being able to point them out without causing more trauma.” 

Question 13 asked 

What kind of support would help you talk with your son about difficult or sensitive topics?  

 

“Video training on how to have the conversations with them, good answers to give them. Videos 
that he could watch, maybe from a male: ‘This is how you tie a tie’, ‘This is how you shave’, ‘This is 
what is happening with your body’ style videos.” 

“I think older boys or young men who have a current male perspective of what it’s like growing up 
now would help.” 

Mothers asked for age-appropriate guidance, language they could use, trusted professionals, 
counselling and opportunities for sons to speak with safe adults. Support needs to recognise 
bereavement, abandonment, domestic abuse, imprisonment, international separation and emotionally 
inconsistent contact as different experiences rather than treating all father absence alike. 
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6. What sons need but are not getting 

Question 10 asked 

What support do you feel your son needs but is not getting? 

 
When mothers were asked what support their son needed but was not receiving, no single answer 
dominated. The responses described a combination of emotional, relational and practical need. Many 
wanted their son to have a safe adult who would listen consistently, help him understand his feelings 
and remain involved for long enough to build trust. 

Positive male role models were frequently requested. Mothers wanted men who could offer 
encouragement, share activities, model emotional openness and give a male perspective without 
attempting to replace a father. Other responses called for counselling, individual attention in school, 
help with confidence and social connection, support with emotional regulation, and provision 
appropriate to autism, attention deficit hyperactivity disorder and other additional needs. 

“Practical support, time with a male figure. A positive male role model.” 

“Support to process his father’s wounds.” 

“I feel he has no real male role model to refer to and not enough input from his father.” 

“Lack of interesting, engaging things to do close by for boys. The local youth club is mostly about 
colouring in at a table. There’s stuff to do in Clacton, clubs, sports, etc., but if you don’t drive, 
getting to places with unreliable buses is very hard, especially in winter.” 

“I wish I could have found him someone who would have helped him and been a positive male role 
model. I still wish this for him and hope he will have some decent blokes at work who will be a 
positive impact for him.” 

Some mothers wanted opportunities for sport, outdoor activity, life skills and connection with peers. 
Others emphasised that their son already had support or was not currently in need. This reinforces the 
importance of offering a flexible pathway rather than assuming every boy requires the same 
intervention. 

7. Schools and professional support 

Question 14 asked 

How supported do you feel by your son’s school, or if he is no longer at school, how supported 
did you feel? 

 
There was no single account of schools. Some mothers described excellent communication, 
thoughtful pastoral support, helpful male teachers and schools that made practical adjustments. 
Others felt that their son was noticed mainly through behaviour, that masking concealed need, or that 
support was constrained by thresholds, budgets and capacity. 

“They try, but as he masks, they feel he doesn’t meet requirements.” 

“Not very, until things get really bad. I’ve asked four times for support from teachers, only now 
being heard, but I don’t understand why they wait until things are in crisis. It should be early 
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intervention. I explained this to the police too. I asked for some proactive work and was told there is 
no funding or capacity for this.” 

“Not at all. They wrote him off as the naughty boy from age 10. Until diagnosed with ADHD & anxiety 
aged 13. They still struggled to support him up to 6th form and when he was sectioned. I felt let 
down by the school.” 

“Very good. The male teachers, coaches and other fathers are fantastic role models. They make a 
very conscientious effort to model talking about feelings, being vulnerable and kind whilst also 
being masculine. They often have men’s week where they talk and address specific topics in a 
healthy and helpful way.” 

“Well supported by them letting him be released from lessons to attend the LND sessions.” 

Question 16 and 17 asked 

What has been difficult or frustrating? What do you wish teachers understood better about 
boys like your son? 

 

“Right from primary school he felt misunderstood and got in trouble for things that he didn’t even 
understand what the issue was.” 

“That every day, they carry around a deep-seated sense of loss, rejection, confusion, pain, 
unanswered and unanswerable questions. Just because that’s not vocalised, doesn’t mean it’s not 
there.” 

“Boys like him respond best to patience, consistency and connection, not pressure or 
assumptions.” 

Several mothers felt their knowledge of their son was discounted. Others wanted teachers to look 
beyond the presentation in the classroom and ask what might sit underneath withdrawal, anger, 
impulsivity or apparently good behaviour. Neurodivergence featured repeatedly, sometimes alongside 
father absence, reinforcing the need to avoid attributing every difficulty to family structure. 

The responses point towards a whole-child approach: listen to the mother, seek the boy’s perspective, 
understand family context, consider neurodevelopmental and mental-health needs, and respond 
before behaviour becomes the only visible evidence of difficulty. 

8. What professionals misunderstand 

Question 9 asked 

What do you feel professionals often misunderstand about him? 

 
Mothers were asked directly what professionals often misunderstand about their son. A recurring 
answer was that the presentation seen by a professional may not reflect what is happening internally or 
at home. Boys who mask, remain quiet or achieve academically may receive little attention, while boys 
whose distress appears as anger, impulsivity or refusal may be treated primarily as a behaviour 
problem. 

Several mothers felt that neurodivergence was either overlooked or too easily explained through father 
absence. Others believed father absence was treated as ordinary and therefore emotionally 
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insignificant. Both responses point to the same need: professionals should remain curious about the 
individual boy rather than relying on one explanation. 

“That what you see on the outside isn’t what is going on inside.” 

“I’m supported, but I don’t feel they understand him.” 

“Raising my kids the right way. I feel like I’m always being judged as a bad parent for the way I was 
brought up on disciplining them right now.” 

“These kids can put a lot more responsibility on themselves than they are given credit for. School 
could be the only place they get to go to, and forget about that and just be a kid again.” 

Mothers also wanted professionals to recognise their own knowledge. They may see the emotional 
aftermath of contact, the behaviour that follows a school day, the questions asked at night and the 
effort required to maintain stability. Listening to them does not mean accepting one account 
uncritically, but it does mean treating it as important evidence. 

9. What has worked well and protective factors 

Question 15 asked 

What has worked well? 

 
The survey also contained positive accounts. Some mothers described schools that communicated 
well, teachers who took time to understand, counselling that helped, supportive relatives, coaches, 
fathers of friends and male mentors who provided encouragement. Structured activities, sport and 
opportunities to belong were also valued. 

“Good communication with school.” 

“Support from a male role model that he liked.” 

“The male teachers, coaches and other fathers are fantastic role models.” 

“Secondary school was awful. He thrived out of school, but only through seeking our own path of 
education and work experience.” 

Several mothers described their own advocacy, persistence and willingness to learn as central to their 
son’s progress. They had sought assessments, challenged decisions, created routines, found activities 
and continued difficult conversations. This work can be easy for systems to overlook because it takes 
place privately and often prevents problems rather than producing a visible service outcome. 

The protective pattern is relational rather than dependent on one perfect person. A thoughtful teacher, 
mentor, relative, coach, counsellor or family friend can each contribute something different. 
Consistency, trust and genuine interest appear more important than a particular job title. 

What mothers said about Lads Need Dads 

Mothers whose sons had taken part described benefits from the relationships, activities, practical 
experiences and continuity offered by Lads Need Dads. These comments are not a separate 
programme evaluation, but they provide positive examples of the kind of support mothers felt had 
helped their sons. 
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“Lads Need Dads, the mentors, the activities, all the people involved (I could go on!), has really 
helped my son.” 

“Lads Need Dads and the support and guidance he gets from his mentors.” 

“The time spent one to one with a guy has really helped, as my son was struggling with having 
positive male role models.” 

“The extra help he got with his reading, building up his confidence when he was with Lads Need 
Dads.” 

“Everything LND have taught him and all the experiences they have given him.” 

“Even the support through the weeks that my child was attending Lads Need Dads was really 
helpful. Working together felt like the right way to support a child. I felt very lucky that my child 
could take part and accept this support with you, and this is definitely something that, if available in 
the future, other lads will definitely benefit from.” 

“LND is the best support ever, as he is more comfortable talking about his loss when required to 
the mentors or other lads. Even when they don’t want to talk directly about it, both lads and 
mentors know they’re there for each other when needed.” 

Positive feedback also extended beyond the organisation. Mothers valued male teachers, sports 
coaches, cadet leaders and other fathers who offered encouragement, modelled emotional openness 
and gave boys a sense of belonging. The common feature was not simply that these adults were men, 
but that they were reliable, interested and willing to invest time in the boy. 

10. What support mothers want 

Question 18 asked 

What kind of support would help you most right now? 

 
When offered five types of support, mothers could select more than one. The most selected option was 
someone to listen (41 mothers), followed closely by training or help to understand boys (40) and 
emotional support (39). Practical guidance was selected by 30 and peer support by 26. 
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Type of support Mothers selecting Share of all respondents 

Someone to listen 41 59% 

Training / understanding boys 40 58% 

Emotional support 39 57% 

Practical guidance 30 43% 

Peer support 26 38% 

 
The pattern matters: no single category dominates. Mothers wanted a blend of emotional containment 
and usable help. Open responses suggested guidance on boys’ development, behaviour and emotional 
regulation; conversations about fathers, puberty, relationships and online harms; navigating schools 
and services; and access to positive male role models for sons. 

“Maybe specifically themed sessions teaching us skills that a dad would pass down to their son, so 
we could pass them down instead, like how to change a car tyre, maintain a bike, DIY, etc. This 
would also benefit us mums, as we would be able to be a bit more independent too.” 

“I think a facilitated messaging group where you could ask questions anonymously but the answers 
might help lots of us in the group so you could learn and feel encouraged without needing to feel 
exposed and also know that your reality is as ever not unique.” 

11. Designing a safe and usable offer 

Question 19, 20 and 21 asked 

Have you ever attended a group for mums like you? What would make you feel safe enough to 
attend one? If we were designing support with mums, what would it include?  
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Fifty-eight mothers (84%) had never attended a group for mothers in a similar position. Nevertheless, 
45 (65%) said they would be interested in a future Mums Raising Sons space and a further 19 (28%) said 
maybe. Together, 64 mothers (93%) were open to the idea. 

 

Interest should not be mistaken for guaranteed attendance. Mothers identified practical and emotional 
conditions that would affect whether a group felt safe and possible. The most common ideas in their 
written responses were confidentiality, a non-judgemental culture, facilitators who understand the 
realities of raising sons alone, flexible local and online access, suitable times, low or no cost, and 
childcare or an arrangement that did not require leaving children alone. 

“A safe place to open up and talk without judgement. Knowing you’re not the only one sometimes 
helps more than anything.” 

“Judgement-free and confidential.” 

“Just knowing it existed, and I would go. Where are they?” 

“I think hearing from older teens or young men would be good. Understanding the pressures boys 
face, knowing more about the difficulties, what the dangers are.” 

Some mothers did not want group support, were already at full capacity, or felt others needed it more. 
A future offer should therefore include more than one route: facilitated groups, individual listening or 
guidance, accessible written or online resources, and clear onward referral where needs are specialist 
or urgent. 

12. What mothers want policymakers to hear 

Question 22 asked 

What would you want professionals or policymakers to hear from you? 

 
Mothers’ messages to professionals and policymakers were direct. They wanted help to be easier to 
find, available earlier and designed around the realities of family life. Several said that schools and 
services lacked the funding or capacity to provide individual support, while thresholds meant families 
could be left managing alone until circumstances became severe. 
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They also wanted policymakers to understand that mothers do not all arrive in this position in the same 
way. Father absence may follow bereavement, domestic abuse, separation, imprisonment, 
abandonment or a decision made to protect children. Support should not stigmatise single mothers, 
assume they are failing or treat them as a single social group. 

“Single mums need more support, readily and easily accessible.” 

“We need help now.” 

“Just because we are single mums doesn’t mean our homes are broken.” 

“Boys need male role models. This needs to happen from a young age. Most primary schools have 
very limited males. The sons are impacted by not having a present father. Mums need more 
support from the start, not when it’s too late to bring about change.” 

“It should be early intervention. I explained this to the police too.” 

“Just because we are single parents, it doesn’t mean we are victims. The name Lads Need Dads 
isn’t helpful. In an ideal world, this would happen, but this is a real kick to hear when you are trying 
so hard to raise children well.” 

“How tough it is. How tough it is juggling it every day, how tired I am. I’m doing my best. I’ve reached 
out, I’ve done referrals to lots of places, but get dead ends. My son either is not eligible, or he is not 
in the right geographical area, or it has to go through school and school don’t get back to me. Or 
funding has been cut. I’ve tried and tried and tried.” 

“Our GDP is being eroded because we are not equipping our boys to be confident, resilient men in 
the workplace. Invest in boys now!” 

The policy message is not simply a request for another programme. It is a request for systems that 
recognise family context, respond before crisis and provide practical routes to trusted relationships for 
boys and meaningful support for those raising them. 

13. Implications for practice and policy 

Start before crisis. Mothers repeatedly described asking for help while concerns were emerging but 
receiving a meaningful response only after behaviour, attendance or mental health had deteriorated. 
Early, low-threshold support should be available without requiring a boy to fail first. 

Recognise the mother as a source of knowledge, not the cause of the problem. Mothers may hold 
detailed information about masking, disrupted contact, bereavement, trauma, neurodivergence and 
changes at home that are not visible in a short professional encounter. 

Support the relationship around the boy. The findings support work with sons and mothers together, 
alongside access to safe and consistent adults. Help for a mother is part of helping her son; it should 
not be treated as separate from his outcomes. 

Offer practical as well as emotional help. Listening matters, but mothers also want guidance they can 
use: how to talk, set boundaries, understand development, navigate services and respond to changing 
needs. 

Design for access and safety. Confidentiality, non-judgement, affordability, flexible delivery and 
appropriate facilitation are not minor details. They determine whether mothers can participate at all. 
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Avoid one explanation for every boy. Father absence may be significant, but so may bereavement, 
domestic abuse, poverty, special educational needs, mental ill health, peer relationships and school 
culture. Assessment and support must remain individual. 

14. Recommended next steps 

- Build from the existing Lads Need Dads pathway. Protect the long-term relational model and 
strengthen access to mentoring, practical life skills, community volunteering, visiting speakers and 
trips that widen boys' experiences and aspirations. 

- Test a small co-designed offer. Invite interested mothers to shape content, timing, language, 
safeguards and delivery format before a full programme is commissioned. 

- Provide blended access. Pilot both local and online sessions, backed by practical resources and a 
route for one-to-one contact where a group is not appropriate. 

- Build a clear topic framework. Include understanding boys’ development, emotional regulation, 
talking about fathers, puberty and relationships, boundaries, school advocacy, online risks, and 
identifying safe male role models. 

- Connect mothers with early support. Agree referral pathways with schools, mental-health services, 
family support and specialist domestic-abuse or bereavement provision, while keeping the threshold 
for initial help low. 

- Support safe family relationships. Where appropriate and in the boy's interests, help families create 
conditions in which fathers can reconnect or become more consistent. Where a father has died, is 
unsafe or cannot return, ensure the boy can still rely on long-term trusted adults and support for grief 
and identity. 

- Evaluate reach and change. Track who takes part, what prevents attendance, perceived confidence 
and isolation, whether mothers feel better able to respond to their sons, and whether families reach 
appropriate help sooner. 

15. Limitations and future research 

This was an exploratory, self-selecting survey of 69 mothers rather than a representative sample. 
Recruitment routes may have attracted mothers with a particular interest in father absence or support 
for boys. Twenty-six respondents had current or previous experience of Lads Need Dads, which may 
have influenced awareness and expectations. 

Most questions were open-ended. This produced rich accounts but limits reliable numerical 
comparison between themes. Apart from the three broad, overlapping categories used to summarise 
mothers’ biggest worries, counts in this report are used only for fixed-choice questions. Other 
qualitative themes describe recurring patterns but have not been presented as prevalence estimates. 

Some mothers answered about more than one son, and sons varied greatly in age and circumstances. 
The report therefore describes respondents’ experiences and priorities; it does not establish cause and 
effect or claim that father absence alone explains the outcomes described. 

Quotes have been anonymised and lightly edited for spelling or punctuation where needed, without 
changing their meaning. Contact details collected through the survey have not been used in this report. 

Future research would benefit from a larger and more diverse sample, clearer demographic questions, 
and separate analysis by sons’ ages and circumstances. It could also examine whether experiences 
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differ between bereavement, complete absence, intermittent contact and harmful relationships, and 
follow families over time to identify which forms of support make the greatest difference. 

Conclusion 

These mothers did not describe one type of boy, one route into difficulty or one service that would meet 
every need. What connects their accounts is the pressure of carrying responsibility largely alone while 
trying to make sure a son is understood before distress hardens into crisis. 

The survey also shows an opportunity. Most respondents had never attended a comparable group, yet 
almost all were at least open to future involvement. A carefully designed offer that is confidential, 
practical, non-judgemental and flexible could give mothers somewhere to think, learn and be heard, 
while helping sons reach trusted relationships and appropriate support earlier. 

The positive accounts show that this support is not theoretical. Mothers described mentors, practical 
activities, reading support, male teachers and coaches making a difference to confidence, 
communication and belonging. Lads Need Dads already provides many of the elements mothers asked 
for: long-term relationships, practical life skills, wider experiences, family support and a route towards 
healthier relationships around the boy. The task is to protect, strengthen and extend that work without 
losing the consistency that gives it value. 

“We need help now.” 
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Appendix: survey questions 

The survey included two introductory questions and 23 numbered questions. The response format and 
available options are shown below. Open-text questions gave respondents a free-text box. 

Introductory question 

Before we begin, has your son ever taken part in a Lads Need Dads programme? 
Response format: Single choice 
Answer options: Yes, currently; Yes, previously; No 

Introductory question 

Which area do you live in? 
Response format: Single choice 
Answer options: Basildon; Colchester; Tendring; Elsewhere in Essex; Outside Essex 

Question 1 

How old is your son? 
Response format: Open text 

Question 2 

How many sons are you raising? 
Response format: Open text 

Question 3 

How would you describe your son at the moment? 
Response format: Open text 

Question 4 

What type of education setting does your son attend? 
Response format: Multiple choice 
Answer options: Primary; Secondary; College / further education; Alternative provision; Other 

Question 5 

What has been the most challenging part of raising your son alone? 
Response format: Open text 

Question 6 

What do you feel you are carrying that others do not see? 
Response format: Open text 

Question 7 

Where do you feel most unsupported right now? 
Response format: Open text 
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Question 8 

What are your biggest worries for your son at this stage? 
Response format: Open text 

Question 9 

What do you feel professionals often misunderstand about him? 
Response format: Open text 

Question 10 

What support do you feel your son needs but is not getting? 
Response format: Open text 

Question 11 

Does your son ever ask about his father or male role models? 
Response format: Multiple choice 
Answer options: Yes; No; Sometimes; He is in touch with his father; His father is deceased 

Question 12 

What do you find hardest about navigating this as a mum? 
Response format: Open text 

Question 13 

What kind of support would help you talk with your son about difficult or sensitive topics? 
Response format: Open text 

Question 14 

How supported do you feel by your son's school? Or if he is no longer at school, how supported did you 
feel? 
Response format: Open text 

Question 15 

What has worked well? 
Response format: Open text 

Question 16 

What has been difficult or frustrating? 
Response format: Open text 

Question 17 

What do you wish teachers understood better about boys like your son? 
Response format: Open text 

Question 18 

What kind of support would help you most right now? 
Response format: Multiple choice 
Answer options: Peer support; Practical guidance; Emotional support; Training / understanding boys; 
Someone to listen 
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Question 19 

Have you ever attended a group for mums like you? 
Response format: Single choice 
Answer options: Yes; No 

Question 20 

What would make you feel safe enough to attend one? 
Response format: Open text 

Question 21 

If we were designing support with mums, what would it include? 
Response format: Open text 

Question 22 

What would you want professionals or policymakers to hear from you? 
Response format: Open text 

Question 23 

Would you be interested in attending a future Mums Raising Sons space to share experience and help 
shape future support, if held locally or online? 
Response format: Single choice 
Answer options: Yes; Maybe; No 


