Lost Mothers – Laura Abbott, 25th November 2025

The Lost Mother’s study explored the effects of enforced separation between mothers and newborns, aiming to inform improvements within the Criminal Justice System. The research was co-produced in partnership with the charity Birth Companions whose Lived Experience team assisted with participant recruitment, stakeholder introductions, and the development of participatory materials (interview protocols, and consent forms). The Lost Mothers project had four women involved from the beginning who co-designed the project’s logo. 

Clean Break, a theatre company, work with women who may have been/be at risk of being involved in criminal justice worked. They worked with the team to create a play from the research which was performed in 2025, adding another element of lived experience. The shared ownership of the project and the way it brought people together was a big part of its success. The play has been successful in raising awareness in Parliament and starting discussions on government policy. Audience members who had seen the play acknowledged how powerful the story is, and how lived experience within the play and project, create a powerful message. Further impact funding means the play will be made into a film with further lived experience involvement.

Language and the barriers when communicating with the women within the project, was explored and it was noted that Birth Companions and Cleans Break work in a trauma informed way, and as part of this there is a glossary of terms they share with journalists or media, so offensive words and inappropriate language are not used such as ex offender or ex prisoner and there is an emphasis to ensure people are comfortable with how they are identified. 

Birth Companions set up ground rules for group work such as importance of listening, respecting different opinions, the way language was used, and having space for women to challenge as they were the experts, not the researchers. The importance of proper payments which are not tokenistic was discussed and how it was important to value women for their time appropriately - including travel and childcare costs. Working with third sector partners was helpful because of their ability to find venues, organise logistics, and finance travel, which is more difficult for a university. Securing and maintaining funding was recognised as a continual challenge in projects.

Prison research involves going through His Majesty's Prison and Probation Service which can be complicated, but the team had robust ethical principles that included dissemination. There were continued conversations with the prison service throughout the project and they aimed to be transparent and open. The importance of ending this project responsibly was important and not abruptly ending relationships that had developed on the inside with the women. There were questions whether the voices of children who had been separated and would now be adults would be captured e.g. through a longitudinal study, or second play. While there were no plans it was recognised that there could be various adverse childhood experiences when a parent is in prison. A pregnant mother in prison will also have higher stress levels and it is likely these children may then have a greater incidence of behavioural problems such as learning difficulties, ADHD etc.

Sometimes there was a lot of upset and distress when the play was performed and  a self-care guide was developed and has been helpful. Birth Companions also work therapeutically with counsellors and others which the team could refer to if needed. In all Advisory Board meetings there were opportunities for lived experience members to share anything that had made them uncomfortable.

Establishing trust with participants and working with gatekeepers in prison was felt to be important as well as the challenges around negotiating consent and acknowledging any hierarchy and power relationships. It was important to make sure all the women participating were fully consenting, as people in prison might feel obliged to participate. A surprising observation was how much people wanted to share their experiences, seeing it as an opportunity to talk to people from outside. Community of practice members reflected on some of their projects and examples were police officers who would go “talk to researchers”, but then talk about anything other than the research, as they clearly did not want to be involved, but couldn't be seen to decline, and likewise, residents in care homes could also be in the same position. Self-care for researchers working within sensitive areas was discussed and while there is a well-established duty of care to those we research, researchers must also have the time to pause and reflect, and be able to step back. 

Links: Lost Mothers Report 


