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Gingerbread NI held a major conference on lone parents and employment on the |9th June in Belfast in what is the
organisation’s 30th anniversary year. Organised on behalf of the ‘Possibilities’ development partnership which includes
Gingerbread NI as the lead partner, the Department for Employment and Learning (DEL), the University of Ulster
(UU) and Gems N, it brought together government, employers and voluntary organisations with lone parents to find
out what helps or hinders those who decide to move into work.

New research by University of Ulster academic Dr Ann Marie Gray, ‘Lone Parents Speaking Out: the views of lone
parents in Northern Ireland on employment’ was launched at the conference. The research provided lone parents
with an opportunity to discuss their views of training and employment in the context of their lives generally and
was based on a large qualitative survey of 82 lone parents in Northern Ireland and interviews carried out
with lone parents in Spain, Italy, Lithuania and Malta.
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Turning Possibilities into Realities

A selection of case studies taken from the research were read out
by lone parents during Dr Gray’s presentation and these helped
to demonstrate many of the obstacles lone parents can face when
entering the labour market.As Ann Marie explained:

‘Our research shows the vulnerability of one parent families
to poverty, both those on benefits and a number of those in
employment. To make work possible, lone parents need access to
affordable and accessible childcare and the qualifications and skills
to help them get good jobs, with wages that will lift their families
out of poverty”.

Aideen McGinley, Permanent Secretary at the Department for
Employmentand Learningwho gave the keynote address emphasised
that lone parents are a priority group for her Department and that
the research findings will provide them and others with very useful
information about lone parent issues.

Over the course of the day delegates also heard from Evelyn Collins
from the Equality Commission NI who offered valuable insights
into the issue of gender and lone parenthood in Northern Ireland,
Jane Garvey from Queens University, Belfast who considered lone
parenthood from an employer’s perspective and Anna Tengqvist
who outlined the key policies and practices that positively impact
on the lives of lone parents in Sweden.

The key themes of poverty, employment, childcare and gender
that emerged from the research were later considered in four
corresponding discussion groups facilitated by specialists in each
field. The action points developed will be included in a policy
position paper which will be used to influence policy makers and
others as appropriate in the coming months.

In addition to the research an Employer Pack which identifies
leading local companies, such as Marks and Spencer and Allstate
Northern Ireland who are using flexibility to attract and retain lone
parents as valued employees was also launched at the conference.

The event was chaired by BBC journalist and broadcaster Linda
McAuley in the morning and by Bronagh Hinds, from Queen’s
University, Belfast and former director of Gingerbread NI in the
afternoon. Their skill and expertise went a long way to ensure the
day was a great success.

To obtain a copy of the research report please log on to www.
gingerbreadni.org and download a copy or alternatively contact
Gingerbread’s Central office on 02890231417 to request a copy
of the report and the employer pack.
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