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1.Introduction
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1.Introduction

This research was a component of the Possibilities project which began in October 2004 

when lone parents support organisation, Gingerbread Northern Ireland, the Department 

for Employment and Learning (DEL), the University of Ulster and the employment 

matching service, Gems Northern Ireland, supported by the EU EQUAL initiative 

established the Possibilities Development Partnership.  The aim of the Partnership was 

to assess the specifi c needs of lone parents entering the labour market, to develop 

an innovative pilot employment, training programme and to develop close links with 

a number of similar projects in other European countries which were being funded by 

EQUAL.

According to the most recent fi gures for Northern Ireland, over one quarter (27%) of 

families with dependent children are now headed by lone parents (NISRA, 2006, Annual 

Abstract of Statistics) compared to just under one quarter (24.5%) in Great Britain. Most 

lone parents are women.

This research specifi cally set out to identify and explore with lone parents the factors 

which impact on their decisions about entering or returning to work and to consider the 

training and employment choices open to them. This research report primarily draws on 

a large qualitative survey of 82 lone parents in Northern Ireland and interviews conducted 

with lone parents in the countries of project partner organisations namely: Spain, Italy, 

Lithuania and Malta.  From the outset the aim was to provide lone parents with an 

opportunity to discuss their views of training and employment in the context of their lives 

generally.  

The report examines the views of lone parents alongside government policy in this 

area.  As lone parenthood is highly gendered their experiences are also discussed in the 

context of women, work and equality.  The fi ndings point to the persistence of structural 

and gender inequalities which present obstacles to many lone parents entering the 

labour market.

05617 gingerbread research report.indd   605617 gingerbread research report.indd   6 06/06/2008   12:43:0906/06/2008   12:43:09



 Lone Parents Speaking Out: the views of lone parents in Northern Ireland on employment  |  Page 7

05617 gingerbread research report.indd   705617 gingerbread research report.indd   7 06/06/2008   12:43:0906/06/2008   12:43:09



Page 8  |  Lone Parents Speaking Out: the views of lone parents in Northern Ireland on employment

2. Research design and methodology
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2. Research design and methodology

2.1  Northern Ireland research

A qualitative approach was adopted for this study to ensure that lone parents were 

the focus of the work and that they had an opportunity to discuss their views on 

employment.   

Components of research: 
• A literature and policy review 

• 2 focus groups with lone parents in Northern Ireland 

• 82 individual interviews with lone parents in Northern Ireland

• Interviews with lone parents in partner countries

2. Research design and methodology
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2.2 Fieldwork

Focus groups
Focus groups were used in the fi rst phase of data collection.  The aim of the focus 

groups was to identify issues of importance to the participants which would then be used 

to help inform the interview schedule for the individual interviews.

Two focus groups took place. The fi rst involved participants on the Marks and Starts 

programme delivered by Gingerbread Northern Ireland in partnership with One Parent 

Families, a lone parent organisation based in England, the Department for Employment 

and Learning  and the major retailer Marks and Spencer. Marks and Starts aims to 

encourage and support lone parents in returning to work. 

The second focus group comprised a more varied group of lone parents. In this latter 

group, some were already working, while a number had been out of the labour market 

for some time but were planning to return to work.

All but one of the 15 focus group participants was female. Ages ranged from 19 to 51 

years.

Issues emerging from the focus group discussions included: 
• reconciling the demands of work and family life;

• fi nding good quality, affordable childcare;

• competing for employment with better qualifi ed and/or younger people;  

• being able to earn an adequate wage;

• employer attitudes towards lone parents;

• issues relating to confi dence and self esteem, and to what many participants  

 perceived as their lack of inter-personal skills.

Individual Interviews
Eighty two lone parents in Northern Ireland took part in individual interviews.  All were 

participating on one of the following programmes. 
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1.  The New Deal for Lone Parents (NDLP): 42 interviewees were current or previous 

participants on the New Deal for Lone Parents (NDLP). This is the main government 

programme designed to help lone parents into employment.  Lone parents have access 

to a Personal Adviser who can provide advice on local jobs, education and training 

opportunities. Uniquely within the UK, assistance with the cost of informal childcare is 

available while attending NDLP training courses. Advice on in-work fi nancial support is 

also given. Support for skills acquisition is limited to a maximum of 52 weeks in order 

to prepare for entry into the labour market at the earliest opportunity. Normally, the 

maximum level of course supported is NVQ level 2 or equivalent. Interviewees who 

had already participated on the NDLP had taken a number of different training options, 

including training in computer skills, administration, hair and beauty, and childcare.  

Eight of those interviewed from the NDLP had availed of the New Deal ‘Employment 

Option’. This offers two routes: subsidised employment and self-employment.  Under 

the subsidised employment route, participants are in paid work with training while their 

employer receives a weekly subsidy during the fi rst 6 months of employment. Under 

the self-employment route, participants attend business start-up training at a Local 

Enterprise Agency and are then given an opportunity to try out their business idea while 

receiving advice and fi nancial support for the fi rst 6 months.

2.  The Possibilities Programme: 31 interviewees were on the Possibilities 

programme, a ten-week personal development programme delivered by Gingerbread 

Northern Ireland and developed under the EU Equal Project which formed a central 

aspect of the overall Possibilities project. It consisted of a series of half-day workshops, 

one-to-one advice sessions, life coaching, and a supported work experience placement. 

3.  The Choices Programme: 9 interviewees were on the Choices programme also 

delivered by Gingerbread Northern Ireland. Supported through ESF it enables lone 

parents to undertake a further education course, provides assistance with the costs 

associated with returning to education (such as the cost of books and travel as well as 

help with childcare), and offers the opportunity to avail of a work experience placement.  
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Profi le of sample
The majority (94%) of interviewees were female, ranging in age from 17 to 56 years (with 

a mean age of 33). Three participants were foreign nationals. 

Respondents came to lone parenthood largely through separation; just over one third 

(34%) had previously been married, over one quarter (29%) had previously cohabited in 

a relationship of some permanence and 2 per cent were widowed.  The remainder (34%) 

had never been married or cohabited with a partner.  

All lone parents had at least one dependent child living with them—the majority (58%) 

had more than one. More specifi cally: 42 per cent had one child, just over a quarter 

(26%) had two children, 16 per cent had three children, 13 per cent had four children, 2 

per cent had 5 children and one per cent had six children. 

Method
The individual interviews allowed for lone parents’ experiences, views and perceptions to 

be explored in depth.  An interview schedule was developed from the literature and policy 

search and from the focus group interviews, but participants could discuss the topics 

in as much depth as was appropriate for them and could introduce additional topics. 

The interviews were either conducted in the person’s home or in a location convenient 

to them. Interviews lasted on average one hour. Time was taken at the beginning of 

interviews to provide information about the research project and what participants could 

expect of the interview.  The interviewer explained what the research was about, why it 

was being carried out and what the information would be used for, the sorts of issues 

that may be discussed, the estimated length of the interview and the right to refuse 

to discuss anything.  Issues relating to confi dentiality and anonymity were explained.  

Information was provided on how the data would be stored and who would have access 

to it.

It was emphasised at the beginning of each interview that the participant should not feel 

they had to discuss any topic or issue which they did not feel comfortable with.  Care 

was taken to ensure that interviewees were not distressed by interviews.  Researchers 

had a list of support and advice organisations which could be given to participants.  
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Interviews were recorded and transcribed verbatim.  The data were coded according to 

emergent themes and subjected to a rigorous process of thematic analysis.

It should be noted that quotes used in the report have been selected, in general, 

because they are representative of the views of many of the participants. This research 

generated a wealth of data about the experiences of these lone parents.  Such insight 

helps to explain statistical data and trends and provide an analysis of policy from a 

personal perspective.  
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2.3 Transnational research

The Possibilities project included a transnational partnership with organisations in 

Lithuania, Malta, Spain and Italy.  This provided the opportunity to conduct a small 

piece of empirical research with lone parents in each country.  These interviews aimed 

to establish key issues of common concern to lone parents and to assess social policy 

provision for lone parents in the national contexts.

Access to lone parents was facilitated through partner organisations.  Most interviews 

were conducted with the assistance of translators.  Care was taken to ensure that all 

interviewees understood the purpose of the research, that they were consenting to 

take part in the interview and that they could withdraw from the interview at any point.  

Interviews were recorded with the permission of participants.

The research fi ndings are discussed in Section 5. 
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3. Political and socio-economic context
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3.  Political and socio-economic context

3.1 Socio-economic profi le

While Northern Ireland’s overall unemployment rate (4.6%) compares favourably with 

Great Britain (5.5%), long-term unemployment is much worse in Northern Ireland where 

a quarter of claimants have been unemployed for at least 2 years (Department for Social 

Development, 2006).  

Kenway et al., (2006) draw on data from a wide range of sources to monitor indicators 

of poverty and social exclusion in Northern Ireland and to make comparisons with other 

regions of the UK.  Findings reveal that Northern Ireland compares unfavourably with the 

9 English regions included in the survey, as well as with Scotland and Wales in terms of 

the number of people receiving out-of-work benefi ts; the number without paid work; the 

number of disabled people and the continuing rise in the proportion of people receiving 

DLA for reasons of mental health, a fi gure which has more than doubled since 1998.   

The extent of poor pay among full time employees was also more marked than any UK 

region with 22% of the population paid less than £6.50 an hour.   21% of the working 

age population in Northern Ireland claim a key benefi t compared to 13.5 per cent in 

Great Britain (DSD, 2006).   

Labour market participation rates for women in the UK and throughout the European 

Union have increased considerably.  In Britain 70% of women aged 16-59 are in 

employment, an increase of approximately 10% from 1975 (ONS 2005).  The economic 

activity rate in Northern Ireland for women of working age with dependent children is 

69%.  It is 72% for those without children.  There is a relationship between the number 

of children a woman has and whether she is likely to work; for women with three or more 

dependent children the number in paid work drops to 45%.  The age of the youngest 

child is also a factor – for women with a child aged 0-4 the rate is 61% and 64% for 

those with a youngest child aged 5-10 (DETI, 2007).  

The shift to service sector employment (often part-time) has been a factor in increasing 

female employment due to segregation by job task and because the lower pay and 

more fl exible contracts found in private services especially favour women’s employment 

(Rubery et al 1999).  The service sector is the largest employer of women in Northern 

Ireland with 93% (98% for part-time workers) of female employees working in that sector, 

3.  Political and socio-economic context
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compared to 63% of male employees.  

The consequences of such a degree of occupational segregation can be seen in the 

gender pay gap.  Wages in occupations where women are most concentrated are 

even lower on average than pay for women in all remaining occupations (Rubery et al, 

2005).    In Northern Ireland 57% of part-time working women are employed in the three 

lowest paid occupations.  So, despite over 30 years of Equal Pay legislation the pay gap 

between men and women is still signifi cant.  DETI fi gures for 2006 show that the median 

gross weekly earnings in Northern Ireland (full-time and part-time work combined) were 

£391.50 for men and £261.80 for women. 
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3.2 Political context

For most of the period between 1973 and 1999 Northern Ireland was governed by direct 

rule from Westminster.  During this time, the tendency was for Westminster legislation 

to be extended to Northern Ireland.  In the wake of the Belfast Agreement provisions 

contained in the Northern Ireland Act (1998) allowed for the transfer of certain powers 

to a new Northern Ireland Assembly. Until May 2007 devolution was intermittent with 

four periods of suspension.   A signifi cant amount of social policy making responsibility 

has now transferred to the Assembly including economic development, investment, 

health, education and housing policy.  It has responsibility for implementing new equality 

strategies such as the anti-poverty strategy and the gender strategy.  While the principle 

of parity has always been applied in relation to social security benefi ts and the minimum 

wage was listed as a reserved function in the Northern Ireland Act 1998 (Birrell, 2007), 

there is scope for local policy making in many areas impacting on lone parents, including 

training policy and delivery and childcare policy.  
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3.3 Lone parents and gender equality issues

It is  important to place the experience of lone parents in the context of gender for the 

following reasons: the vast majority of lone parents are women; women have historically 

lower employment rates than men; when women are sole breadwinners they face greater 

pressures because of their lower average earnings; caring and childcare responsibilities 

still rest predominantly with women regardless of their marital status.  Consideration 

of lone parenthood from a gendered perspective is also important because poverty is 

gendered - that is women are more likely to experience poverty. 

Women and work

In Northern Ireland the economic activity rate for women of working age with dependent 

children is 69%.  It is 72% for those without children (Department for Enterprise, Trade 

and Investment, 2007).  

 The service sector is the largest employer of women in Northern Ireland with 93% (98% 

for part-time workers) of female employees working in that sector, compared to 63% 

of male employees.  In broad terms the differences between women’s and men’s jobs 

have declined since the 1970s.  For example, the number of women holding professional 

jobs now stands at 42%  as compared to one in ten in 1970 (Social Trends 1973; ONS, 

2005).  However, for the most part occupational segregation has been very resistant to 

change.   Trends indicate that while some areas have become more closely balanced 

(such as public administration) others have seen little change.  For instance, in 1972 

nine out of ten workers in the construction industry were male, the same fi gure applied 

in 2005.   Women are grossly under-represented in transport and skilled trades.  On the 

other hand, in health and social work 79% of employees are women, in education the 

fi gure is 73%.   The consequences of such a degree of occupational segregation can be 

seen in terms of the gender pay gap.  
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Wages in occupations where women are most concentrated are even lower on average 

than pay for women in all remaining occupations (Rubery et al, 2005).  In Northern Ireland 

57% of part-time working women are employed in the three lowest paid occupations.  

Changing work patterns – atypical and part-time work

Atypical work patterns are now commonplace.  This kind of work can differ from 

traditional standard forms of work in terms of hours worked and the fact that contracts 

are more likely to be part-time and temporary.   Women account for the majority of 

atypical employees.  The implications of this are important.  In a study for the Equality 

Commission of Northern Ireland (Muldoon et al, 2001), most employers had little or 

no understanding of the inequalities that arise as a result of atypical work practices.  

However, employees made a clear association between atypical work and disadvantages 

such as poorer wages and greater insecurity.  They perceived the advantages to be 

greater fl exibility which could facilitate caring responsibilities.

Commentators (Lewis, 2006a; Rake, 2001) have pointed out while women may appear 

to ‘choose’ part-time work, choice may be frequently limited to what is available, to 

societal pressures and by the other responsibilities that women have.  

Policies to address the structural inequalities which impede women’s entry into the 

labour market and their progression have had only limited success.  So, for example, 

while efforts to enhance women’s educational opportunities have resulted in signifi cant 

advances in terms of female achievement, this has not been carried through to the labour 

market in terms of combating unequal pay or occupational segregation.  

A report on the gender pay gap in the UK (Women and Work Commission, 2006) 

pointed to the gendered nature of subject choice and gendered careers advice.  The 

Commission’s report ‘Shaping a Fairer Future’ (2006) concluded that there were deep-

rooted problems around gender stereotyping and occupational segregation.  It made 

forty recommendations focusing on work, education and training including: improved 

vocational skills training, fi nancing to enable women in work and those returning to 

work to enhance skills, challenging gender stereotypes through changes in teacher 

training and non gendered careers advice.  The UK government subsequently published 
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an action plan (Department for Communities and Local Government, 2006) and the 

devolved regions are obliged to identify actions to be adopted to comply with a number 

of key recommendations.  

Gender equality policy in Northern Ireland

As a condition of joining the EU the Equal Pay Act was passed in 1970.  It gave the right 

to equal pay in the UK for the fi rst time.   The Sex Discrimination Act came into force in 

Britain in 1975, and 1976 in Northern Ireland.  Northern Ireland is generally perceived 

to have advanced equality provisions developed as a result of the ‘fair employment’ 

model (McLaughlin, 2007).  While commentators agree that the legislation relating to fair 

employment has reduced inequalities relating to religion and political opinion, gender 

discrimination has not been tackled with the same legislative vigour or political will.  

The Northern Ireland equality statutory duty (Section 75) requires all designated public 

authorities to have due regard to the need to promote equality of opportunity along nine 

dimensions of potential inequality including religion, gender, age and disability.  This 

statutory duty represents, in essence, a mainstreaming approach.  Assessment of the 

implementation of this statutory equality suggests that the focus has been on process 

rather than the spirit of the legislation.  A key diffi culty is summed up by Ward (2006) who 

has argued that:  

‘Section 75 is making most impact as a measure for equal treatment and equal 

treatment of people who are essentially unequal to start with, simply maintains and 

embeds the status quo …’. 

 The Gender Equality Strategy for Northern Ireland, published after a lengthy 

development process (OFMDFM, 2006), sets out a policy framework for achieving 

gender equality.  It acknowledges that positive action measures will be required alongside 

gender mainstreaming:

   ‘… because of the different social and economic experiences of men and women 

and the historical discrimination against women, treating men and women the same 

will not achieve equal outcomes.  Achieving gender equality for women will require 

positive action measures’ (para 1.4).  
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Among the key action areas identifi ed (para 2.9) are childcare/caring, education, access 

to employment, the gender pay gap and women and decision-making. It is further noted 

that:

‘The gender dimension will be taken into account during the whole process of policy 

development in all of the government functions and in the subsequent implementation 

review and evaluation of that policy’  (para 3.28) 

The practical implementation of the principles and measures set out in the strategy is to 

be through a cross departmental action plan.  Departments are required to consider how 

policies, practices, systems and structures impact on gender inequalities and identify 

actions they will take.  They are to be assessed annually on progress.  
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4. Policy on lone parents in the UK
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4. Policy on lone parents in the UK

The proportion of one parent families in the UK more than tripled between 1972 and 

1998 and this growth in the number of one parent families coincided with a growth in the 

number of workless households.  From a policy perspective this led to concerns about 

the growing cost of social security and, under previous Conservative administrations 

(1979-1997), lone parents became a popular target for efforts to halt the perceived 

‘dependency culture’ via increasingly targeted and means-tested benefi ts and more in-

work benefi ts (Lister et al., 2001). Policy had two main strands – to get absent fathers 

rather than the state to pay for mothers and children and to encourage lone mothers to 

enter paid work, mainly by providing some fi nancial support for childcare and reducing 

the number of hours that had to be worked before in-work benefi ts could be claimed.  

This had very limited success due to a range of factors including low wage levels, 

inadequate childcare and the withdrawal of means tested benefi ts which resulted in 

people being caught in a poverty trap.  

Since New Labour came to power in 1997 Labour government policy on lone parents 

has been underpinned by a ‘welfare to work’ concept with a raft of measures designed 

to help ‘make work pay’ and ease the transition into work.  The National Minimum Wage, 

Working Tax Credit, the New Deal for Lone Parents, and help with the cost of childcare  

refl ects the central message of New Labour: work is the “best way to tackle poverty” 

(Labour Party, Election Manifesto, 1997). Targets have been introduced to reduce child 

poverty levels in the UK and eradicate it by 2020.  Helping lone parents move off benefi ts 

and into employment is central to this, with a 70% employment target by 2010.  It is 

estimated that meeting this target would lift approximately 200,000 children out of 

poverty (HM Treasury, 2006).   

4. Policy on lone parents in the UK
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4.1 New Deal for Lone Parents

The New Deal for Lone Parents (NDLP) programme is the main Labour government 

initiative to assist lone parents to return to work.  To be eligible, lone parents must not be 

employed or must be employed for less than 16 hours a week. The programme provides 

participants with access to a Personal Adviser who gives the individual support and 

advice, and helps them draw up and implement an action plan designed to enable them 

to obtain a job or increase their hours of employment. The programme also helps with 

childcare costs. A training premium is available and travel costs are met.

A 2003 evaluation for the Department of Work and Pensions (Millar et al) found that those 

lone parents who had participated in NDLP had approximately double the chance of 

gaining employment, compared to those who had not.  The evaluation was critical of the 

limited range of training options and the fact that it was normally restricted to NVQ Level 

2.  Moreover, throughout the UK, many eligible lone parents did not participate in the 

NDLP. There are a number of reasons for this: parents attaching a strong importance to 

being a full-time parent; concern over the idea of a ‘stranger’ looking after one’s children; 

concerns about the fi nancial impact of the transition from benefi ts to work; individual 

personal circumstances; lack of awareness of the NDLP; perception that NDLP training 

will have a limited outcome in terms of labour market progression.
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4.2 Policy in Northern Ireland 

In Northern Ireland, the formulation of employment policy and administration of funding 

to support training and employment initiatives is devolved to the Department for 

Employment and Learning (DEL).  Policy developments have largely followed those in 

Britain although, uniquely within the UK, subsidies are available to employers for up to 

six months for employing NDLP participants and participants can claim help with the 

cost of informal childcare (child care provided by relatives who are not registered child 

minders) while attending training or work experience placements.  This departure from 

UK-wide policy represents an attempt by DEL to address two common concerns linked 

to childcare: fl exibility and acceptability.  It perhaps also refl ects the under-provision of 

formal childcare locally. 

More recently DEL has introduced four pilot schemes under the government’s new 

Pathways to Work for Lone Parents. Pilots of PTWLP were introduced in 2007 in areas 

where the Department of Education (DE) was introducing the Extended Schools initiative.  

Pathways to Work for Lone Parents was allocated £2m from the Skills and Science 

Package (£1m in 2006/07 and £1m in 2007/08).  The Department for Employment and 

Learning (DEL, 2006: 17) envisage this will enable them to target 10 per cent of long-

term benefi t dependent lone parents in each year. In March 2008 the Pathways pilot 

was extended for a further year.  However, in February 2008 the Minister for Education 

announced reductions in the funding for Extended Schools, despite the fact that in 

Britain this initiative is seen as a key contributer to the success of employment initiatives 

for lone parents.

In Northern Ireland, from September 2008 the Steps to Work initiative replaces the New 

Deal programmes.  Based on a fl exible menu of provision it is envisaged that Steps to 

Work will facilitate a greater degree of fl exibility and responsiveness by linking what is 

provided with individual need.

05617 gingerbread research report.indd   3005617 gingerbread research report.indd   30 06/06/2008   12:43:1806/06/2008   12:43:18



 Lone Parents Speaking Out: the views of lone parents in Northern Ireland on employment  |  Page 31

4.3 Recent UK policy developments

The focus on paid work as the key to responsible citizenship has been increasingly 

evident in New Labour policy relating to lone parents.  Following the publication of the 

Green Paper on Welfare Reform (DWP, 2007) from late 2008 lone mothers with children 

over the age of 12 will no longer be entitled to claim Income Support. Instead they will 

claim Job Seekers Allowance and be expected to enter the labour market. It is envisaged 

that this will be extended to lone parents with younger children in 2010 when wrap 

around childcare (ie: childcare which is available from 8am to 6pm) is available across 

England.  

While policy has focused on encouraging lone parents into work since the 1990s, the 

latest legislation departs from the historical policy position that lone parents should have 

a choice as to whether or not they take on paid work outside the home. 

In practice, measures to increase the numbers of lone parents to enter and remain in 

the labour market have had limited success. Although there has been an increase in 

employment levels among lone parents, just 57.2% of lone parents in Britain are working. 

The rate is even lower in Northern Ireland where 52.4% of lone parents are employed 

outside the home (Northern Ireland Labour Force Survey, 2008). Lone parents who 

enter the labour market are also less likely than other groups to remain in employment.  

Adam et al (2006) found that up to 15% of lone parents move into work each year, a rate 

similar to that of other non-employed individuals, but they have more than double the 

exit rate of non-lone parents with a considerable amount of cycling between benefi ts and 

work. (Adam et al, 2006).  The evidence from previous research (Dearden et al, 2004) 

has drawn attention to low paid jobs with poor earnings prospects, and the interaction 

between benefi ts and earnings as factors contributing to this problem.  
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4.4 Childcare policy 

Childcare is frequently cited as presenting the main diffi culty for working parents 

with successive UK governments viewing it as a private responsibility. The Labour 

Government elected in 1997 departed from this stance and childcare has become 

much more of a policy issue, essentially because it is viewed as a crucial strand in the 

battle against child poverty.  In Britain there has been signifi cant fi nancial investment 

in childcare and in early years education. In 2004, the UK government (HM Treasury, 

2004) published a ten-year childcare strategy which included a commitment achieve the 

delivery of affordable, fl exible and high quality childcare for all families with children aged 

up to 14 who need it (it also pointed out that responsibility for implementation rested 

with the developed administrations.). Other policy initiatives include the introduction of a 

childcare subsidy (initially Childcare Tax Credit, later renamed the Childcare element of 

Working Tax Credit) to assist low-income families with childcare costs and the extended 

schools programme. A direct outcome of these policy developments has been a huge 

expansion of childcare provision, but primarily in the private sector.  A somewhat 

separate set of policies relating to tackling child poverty, including Sure Start, aimed 

to provide families with parenting support and early years development provision for 

children living in disadvantaged areas. In England government has also said that by 2010 

every local authority area will have a Children’s Centre offering intergrated services to 

children and faimilies.  In the most deprived areas these are required to provide full day 

care facilities.

In a major study of childcare in Northern Ireland, Gray and Breugal, 2003 reviewed 

services for children up to age 14.  They found a much lower level of full-time 

nursery provision and child minding services in Northern Ireland than in England and 

childminders, half of whom were unregistered, looked after 21 per cent of children under 

12.   They concluded that the use of formal childcare in Northern Ireland remained low 

due to lower provision but that 25% of children under 12 in Northern Ireland had some 

form of informal care from somebody other than their parents.  

Department of Health and Social Services and Public Safety (DHSSPS) statistics for 

2005 show 3,370 registered childminders providing 18,065 places, 245 day nurseries 

providing 9,197 places, 584 playgroups providing 13,770 places and 259 out of school 
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clubs providing 6,288 places.  The majority of day nurseries (77%) are in the private 

sector and the number of places in this sector has increased by almost 25% since 2000.  

The number of registered childminding places dropped by 10% between 2000 and 

2005.  Analysis of data from DHSSPS (2005) reveals that the number of registered child 

minder and day care places in Northern Ireland equates to 1 place for every 6.4 children 

under four.

Until 2007, when it was placed with the Department of Education, responsibility for 

childcare in Northern Ireland was split between four government departments.  In 1999, 

the Northern Ireland Childcare strategy was set out in Children First (DHSSPS, 1999).  

This envisaged an integrated approach to early childhood education and care in Northern 

Ireland identifying three main challenges: variability in the quality of childcare, affordability, 

and limited access.  In a review of the Children First policy (DHSSPS, 2005), some of the 

defi ciencies of the Children First policy and implementation of it are acknowledged.  The 

review recommended a reshaping of the childcare vision for Northern Ireland including 

the allocation of mainstream funding to the childcare strategy.  

Just as no one government department was responsible for childcare in Northern Ireland, 

funding has also come from a plethora of sources including the European Union and the 

National Lottery.  Funding from Europe includes money for childcare provision from the 

European Union Special Support Programme for Peace and Reconciliation (EUSSPPR).  

This is a special initiative established to support the transition of Northern Ireland from 

a confl ict to a peaceful society.  Between 1996 and 2000 the Childhood Fund, an 

administering body for this special European funding allocated, £32 million and between 

2000-2006 £9 million. The dangers of relying on short term funding became obvious in 

2005 when 200 out of 237 voluntary sector out of school clubs faced closure until the 

government stepped in with short-term ‘crisis’ funding.  Mainstream funding for childcare 

has been considerably less than in Britain and the very heavy reliance on European Union 

funds will not be sustainable in the long term.     

In  March 2006 under Direct Rule, the Secretary of State for Northern Ireland announced 

a Children and Young Person’s Package to be targeted in areas with 20 per cent of 

the most disadvantaged wards in Northern Ireland (Offi ce of the First and Deputy First 

Minister, 2006).  This package provided £13.25 million for extended schools and 
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£3.85 million for early years provision supporting an expansion of Sure Start (including 

supporting and developing links between Sure Start and early years pre-school 

provision), a Planned Development Programme for two year olds, and investment of 

approximately £0.65m to allow day care to be provided within Sure Start projects.   

Since 1998, £58 million has been invested in pre-school provision under the Department 

of Education’s Pre-School Education Expansion Programme, creating 10,000 new pre-

school education places.  Figures released by DENI for 2006 report 21,000 funded 

places. In April 2006 the Department of Education for Northern Ireland published the 

outcomes from a review of pre-school education in Northern Ireland (DENI, 2006).

In the foreword to the document the then Minister said:

… we must be clear about delivering coherent and family friendly support that: 

promotes the physical and social development of children; ensures children can make 

the best start at school; and enables parents to choose employment, training or study.

This appeared to indicate that government was attempting to reconcile concerns about 

the early years development of children with the policy of getting more parents into 

the labour market. Extended schools were piloted in four areas from 2007.  Schools 

had a large amount of autonomy in terms of choosing the nature of extended school 

provision.  While DEL and other government departments have indicated that extended 

schools should be a resource for childcare, this is not how they were perceived by the 

Department of Education and there has been little attempt to integrate extended school 

policy with policies to increase labour market participation.

The Department of Education has indicated that six Children’s Centres will open during 

2008, but there is no confi rmation that these will provide daycare services.
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4.5 Anti-poverty and social inclusion policies

In recent years considerable evidence has emerged to demonstrate the particular 

disadvantages faced by lone parents in Northern Ireland (Evason et al., 1998; Scullion, 

et al., 2005).  Across a range of indicators, lone parents are the household group most 

vulnerable to poverty.  A study by Hillyard et al. (2007), which constructs a Northern 

Ireland Living Standard Index (NILSI), concludes lone parents have the lowest standard 

of living of any household type and are more than twice as likely to be in hardship as 

any other type.  Borooah (2007) using a wide range of measures of economic inequality 

concludes that lone parents are by far the most deprived group.  Scullion et al (2005) 

in research for the Offi ce of the First and Deputy First Minister, found lone parents were 

more than twice as likely to be in poverty as all other households in the population.  Lone 

parents whose youngest child was aged 0-4 years had the highest risk of poverty.  

The link between poverty and ill-health has long been acknowledged.  The socio-

economic explanation of health inequalities, demonstrating that poverty is bad for your 

health was highlighted as far back as 1980 in the Black Report and reaffi rmed nearly two 

decades later in the Acheson Report (1997).  Persistent poverty has been linked to low 

educational attainment, mental health problems, obesity, childhood accidents, teenage 

pregnancy and unemployment (Bradshaw, 2002; Gregg, Harkness and Machin, 1999; 

Shropshire and Middleton, 1999).  Cattell’s (2001) study, based on two deprived housing 

estates in East/North East England, identifi es some of the mechanisms through which 

poverty can affect health and well-being.  These include stress, lack of self-esteem, 

stigma, a sense of powerlessness and lack of hope.  

While there have been no epidemiological studies exploring health decline in lone parents 

in Northern Ireland, a number of studies elsewhere have highlighted risks to health for 

lone parents and their children.  A study in Sweden assessing mortality among lone 

mothers compared with mothers with partners found that lone mothers showed an 

almost 70 per cent higher premature risk of death than mothers with partners (Weitoft, 

Haglund and Rosén, 2000).  In a study in Great Britain which explored self-report of 

condition-specifi c morbidity and GP consultation for socially vulnerable groups in 10 

general practices, only lone mothers and those from ethnic minorities were consistently 

associated with poorer health outcomes (Baker et al., 2002).  In addition, only lone 
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mothers were found to have a higher likelihood of anxiety and sleep problems. The Social 

Exclusion Unit estimated in 2004 that 28% of lone parents have common mental health 

problems.  

Within Northern Ireland, a study by Spence (2005) involving one parent families in the 

Western Health and Social Services Board area found 99 per cent of lone parents 

suffered from stress and 55 per cent suffered from depression.  Recent research using 

net income data from the fi rst four waves of the Northern Ireland Household Panel 

Survey to examine persistent child poverty in Northern Ireland found that 72% of children 

in persistent and severe child poverty lived with a lone parent.  Mothers of children in 

poverty were signifi cantly more likely to have higher GHQ12 scores and therefore poorer 

mental health and wellbeing than parents of children who were not in poverty (Monteith 

et al, 2008).

Draft Northern Ireland Anti-Poverty and Social Inclusion Strategy ‘Lifetime Opportunities’ 

(OFMDFM:2006:62) includes a social inclusion priority to ‘consider and work towards 

addressing particular issues faced by lone parents’.  Inclusion is, however, linked to 

employment and rooted in an understanding that work is the best route out of poverty for 

people of working age (OFMDFM 2006:3).   This is of some concern, not least because 

of the general context of lone parenthood in Northern Ireland where, as discussed, 

affordable childcare and employment opportunities are limited and consequently 

where lone parents are more likely to enter insecure / temporary / part-time work.  The 

signifi cance of ill-health as a barrier to labour market participation seems to have been 

neglected.  This was highlighted in 1998 in a major piece of research on lone parents and 

employment (Evason & Robinson, 1998a; Evason et al, 1998b).  Our research confi rms 

that lone parents ability to participate in the labour market continues to be affected by 

poor health.
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5. Research fi ndings
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5. Research fi ndings

5.1  Views of lone parents on training and employment 

Successive research studies have noted that many lone parents want to return to work

and this was the case for 76.8% of participants in this study. But participants strongly

felt there was a stigma attached to not working. The number of lone parents who felt the 

need to stress to us that they would prefer to be working and that their reasons for not 

working were ‘genuine’, was striking.

As all of the lone parents who took part in the interviews were or had been on training

programmes we asked them about their motivation for doing so. Many were motivated

by the increased likelihood of securing well-paid employment through up-skilling. 

Training is the only way you’re ever going to get a decent job

was a comment made by one lone parent that conveyed the attitudes of many others.

A number of the lone parents we spoke to had previously worked in low-paid jobs and

found it was not worth their while fi nancially and were optimistic that more training would

provide them with improved opportunities and more job security. What is noteworthy

is the number of participants who were well qualifi ed compared to the female census

population and the fact that the majority obtained these qualifi cations prior to starting

their most recent programme, a point discussed later in this section.

5. Research fi ndings
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5.1.2   Views on New Deal provision

Research suggests that lone parents are less likely than the broader population to have

any educational qualifi cations (Rowlingson and McKay, 2002). The perception that this

is a major contributing factor in their low economic activity rates is clear in the NDLP

support for lower level qualifi cations. With this in mind we asked participants about their

highest level of attainment. We assigned ‘level of qualifi cation’ to one of six categories: 

None; Level 1; Level 2; Level 3; Level 4 and Level 5 (see defi nitions in footnote) Levels 

1, 2 are referred to as ‘Lower Level’ qualifi cations and Levels 3 and 4 and 5 as ‘Higher 

Level’ qualifi cations.

We found 11% of our sample had no qualifi cations compared to over one third (39.5%)

of females in Northern Ireland. 41.5% had level 2; 17.1% had level 3 and 12.2% had

level 4. In total therefore, well over half (59.8%) of lone parents are already in possession 

of low level qualifi cations and a further 29.3% have higher level qualifi cations.  As 

noted earlier, many participants obtained these qualifi cations prior to commencing their 

most recent training programme, yet most were not employed. These fi gures illustrate 

the importance of increasing access to further and higher education for lone parents, 

something which was borne out in comments made by participants:

I don’t feel the government are putting enough into lone parents going out to work.

For somebody who is really serious about a career and really wants to 

go back to college and train properly, there is nothing available.

… My course is a Diploma and they will not fund it.

05617 gingerbread research report.indd   4105617 gingerbread research report.indd   41 06/06/2008   12:43:2006/06/2008   12:43:20



Page 42  |  Lone Parents Speaking Out: the views of lone parents in Northern Ireland on employment

5.1.3 Careers advice and training

Lone parents need appropriate and effective careers advice and, because they are a  

diverse group, good quality and tailored information on training choices and provision 

is essential. It is strikingly apparent from discussion with participants that many lone 

parents are not getting the information they need about training and careers and about 

local labour markets. 

Traditional assumptions about ‘appropriate’ employment for women were often refl ected 

in the choices made by NDLP participants. One young woman who had completed an 

NVQ in hairdressing complained of not knowing that she was not entitled to the minimum 

wage during her apprenticeship or that, even when she had fi nished her course, wages 

would be so low. She regretted doing hairdressing concluding that:

Starting out in a hairdressers, you get paid nothing for the work you do…I

would have to pay my rent and get ….my child watched because she’s only in nursery

from a quarter past twelve to a quarter to three and like – the hours would be no

good for hairdressing.

Another woman who had worked as a manager in a retail outlet before becoming a lone 

parent said:

The fi rst thing they hit me with was ‘would you like to become a registered

Childminder?… It was just like ‘would you ever think of getting registered and being a

childminder and therefore you could do that at home.’ I was just sitting there thinking

“why on God’s earth would I want to be looking after somebody else’s, I have a busy

enough time looking after my own three”.

The belief that childcare is particularly appropriate employment for lone parents has been 

evident at senior levels of government. In 1998 the Secretaries of State for education, 

for employment and benefi ts and the Minister for Women said that: ‘parents, particularly 

lone parents, are a key potential source of childcare …

In practice, childcare is a highly gendered sector which has long been associated with 

low rates of pay and which, to date, has lacked investment in workforce training and 

qualifi cations.
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A report by the Education and Training Inspectorate (Education and Training

Inspectorate, 2007) based on visits to four Institutes of Further and Higher Education

notes that between November 2006 and February 2007 of 78 NDLP participants 

enrolled on NVQ courses in the Further and Higher Education Colleges, 28 were enrolled 

on Children’s Care, Learning and Development (CCLD), 25 on hairdressing and 12 on 

beauty therapy.

The need for properly trained advisers who can offer comprehensive information

about work was particularly evident in the experiences of participants with high level

qualifi cations. There was a sense from participants that Personal Advisers did not know

how to deal with them. They felt it was assumed that because they were well-qualifi ed

they did not need careers advice. One lone parent who has post graduate qualifi cations

said:

One of the things that upset me the most about the whole process was that they

didn’t know how to deal with somebody like me. I suppose they seemed to think 

I knew what I was doing. Once I fi nished my course it was a matter of “look at the 

papers and see what job you can get”.

She explained how she went through the Gateway process for New Deal claimants,

describing this as:

A one stop development programme with the majority of it tailored towards people

who had very few qualifi cations and were either going to be permanently on benefi t or

destined to stay in low-paid jobs.

Choices programme participants tended to have career or further study options in mind 

and felt that they had access to appropriate advice. For these participants their greatest 

frustration was often the lack of fi nancial support to study at a higher level.
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5.1.4 Support and mentoring

Notable in the fi ndings was the role that pastoral support and personal development

activities played in developing confi dence, and the extent to which participants felt that

they lacked this. This was most evident in relation to the Possibilities programme which

included personal development activities and mentoring. One participant talking about

this said:

The Possibilities life coaching is about looking at your values … so often I see that

people just get a lack of self esteem through their circumstances, through different

things that have happened to them … their self esteem just ebbs away. If you don’t

have that emotional strength, it doesn’t matter what my technical ability is like because

I’m not going to have the strength even to get out and function.

It was clear from discussions with participants that the high level of pastoral care offered

on the Possibilities programme was linked to Gingerbread’s broader services to lone

parents:

I had been given the advice line number for Gingerbread so I tried to phone it and I

couldn’t get through so I ended up talking to the computer teacher and I was crying

and she talked to me and told me not to be worrying and then she phoned me back

and said ‘look, we run computer classes’. I was like ‘you don’t understand, I can’t

do computers’ but she brought me up to see the place when the baby was about

three months. I had had no contact with anyone, no structure contact at all to my

day …

While most lone parents benefi ted from the level of pastoral support and personal

development activities available on the Possibilities programme, this was not true of all

lone parents. A small number of participants felt that this style of course was not for

them and said that they would have preferred a more traditional skills based course.

They identifi ed being uncomfortable with the life coaching element of the programme

seeing it as potentially too personal.
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Participants’ experiences on the NDLP were diverse, with courses and quality of contact

with Advisers differing in quality. Those who were most positive in their responses

experienced both practical and emotional support from Personal Advisers and course

tutors:

She [the NDLP Personal Adviser] was very good. She would ring me and say ‘Did

you get that ok? Did you get that wee form fi lled out?’ There was a form and I was

thinking ‘what do I do with this? There were so many things on it. She would say ‘well

this bits for the college to fi ll in and you need to take this bit to whoever you want to

look after your child

Meetings where advice appeared to be considered and holistic gave the lone parents a

better sense that the Adviser understood the circumstances of their lives. It was also the

case that those lone parents who were most negative in their comments tended to be 

‘furthest’ from the labour market and to have stronger barriers to employment.
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5.1.5 Further Education Colleges

The experiences of participants undertaking courses in colleges in the FE sector suggest

that many colleges are not geared up to provide the kind of support many lone parents

need.

After my baby was born I went back to college to do GCSEs. I left

after about a month. It was just – I was jumping in at the deep end and I thought I

wasn’t fi t for it. Then I went to another FE college to do an access course … and I

left it. I was fi nding the course hard, and thinking I wasn’t doing it right and I suppose

it was easier to leave than to stay. So, now I’m doing my level 3 childcare and I’m

doing all right.

The anxiety and insecurity about returning to training felt by many participants was

exacerbated in some cases by insensitive remarks or actions. One young woman

speaking of her experience as an NDLP participant on a programme in an FE college

said:

We used to walk down the corridor and they [the teachers] would say “oh, is that the

lone parent class”’

Several participants spoke of their nervousness and apprehension about how they feared 

they would be judged by New Deal Advisers when they had been asked to attend work 

focused interviews. Some of this was due to a fear of the unknown and a perception that 

the aim was to take away benefi ts. But some also felt that they would be criticised for 

being a lone parent on benefi t and that they were generally perceived as ‘scroungers’, or 

that their parenting would be found wanting simply because they were a lone parent.

We used to walk down the corridor and they [the teachers] would say “oh, is that the

lone parent class”’
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5.1.6 Linking training and employment experience

Over a quarter (26%) of the lone parents who took part in the interviews had been out of

the labour market for over 6 years and a further 13% had never participated in paid work. 

Not surprisingly, many expressed concerns about their lack of relevant work experience. 

The perceived disadvantage of not having recent relevant work experience was evident

in the comments of both older and younger lone parents. One woman who had

left work to look after her mother said: ‘I don’t know what employments like any more’.

Another commented:

… you’re at a disadvantage when you go for interviews cos you’ve been that long out

of work. Most jobs want experience and they ask you have you done this before and

have you done that before and I haven’t really done anything except shop work.

One 26 year old remarked:

I’ve never actually had a job. I got pregnant when I was 16 and I left school with

nothing. I would like to get into work and I would like to have some kind of experience,

so probably even one day a week would be good.

Participants on all three programmes viewed work experience as an important feature

of education/training programmes. Participants on the Choices programme felt that the

longer term work placements available to them were particularly valuable.

… you’re at a disadvantage when you go for interviews cos you’ve been that long out

of work. Most jobs want experience and they ask you have you done this before and

have you done that before and I haven’t really done anything except shop work.
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5.1.7 Administration of NDLP by training providers

A number of lone parents recalled negative experiences regarding the delivery of the

NDLP in FE Colleges.  Some lone parents experienced problems with delays in the 

processing of claim forms. The implications for those living on the breadline were 

portrayed by one woman who had had two claims returned to her (one for travel 

expenses and one for fees) when in fact only one form had been incorrectly completed:

I am a bit annoyed about it because they sent the whole thing back and I said to her

‘why did you send me back the thing about refunding the fees and she said ‘oh, we

wanted to put it all in one go’. You know, it might save her a bit of bother but

I need that money. Its not that easy for me. I’m really really desperate…

A small number of other participants faced lengthy waits for travel expenses because

forms had been mislaid and in one case a participant had paid a year’s college fees at 

full cost before she was advised that she may be able to get some fi nancial assistance.

Reference was made to expenses incurred which participants had been unaware of prior 

to starting the course and which created personal diffi culties for

them. One young woman said:

Because we were a different class from everybody else—we were all lone parents—

there wasn’t any stuff for our class … The tutor said ‘I think you would be better just 

buying your own stuff… but there’s nearly £190 worth in that box there, and I had to 

pay for it all … You also had to buy make-up brushes and …  I’m only getting a £100 a 

week.  I spent £20 on a uniform for tech and then I had to spend another £20 because 

the lady in the work placement didn’t want me wearing the uniform I was wearing in 

the tech and she wouldn’t buy me one. It was just all money, money, money.
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5.1.8 New Deal self-employment route

The experiences of the small number of lone parents taking the self-employment route

were very positive. Their views can be framed in a context of fl exibility and security

afforded by self-employment: fl exibility, in terms of meeting the needs of children and

security in terms of knowing that Income Support is there to fall back on if things didn’t

work. One lone parent remarked:

You can’t really get a job that is fl exible in a shop or whatever. This way I can pick the

hours I work and work it all around my child’s school hours.

Another said:

I used to work part-time and I had a child minder, but she wasn’t registered so after

I paid rent, childcare and food I was left with nothing. I then moved to a registered

childminder but my kids and her kids were fi ghting the bit out so it didn’t work out.

Now I’m self-employed, I plan to work around the children.

The security of being able to return to Income Support helped allay the fear and

uncertainty about what lay ahead:

It was hard…the fear of not having enough money is there but if it doesn’t work out at

least I can go back on Income Support. I got advice from the New Deal that if it didn’t

work out don’t be afraid to go back on to Income Support.
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5.1.9 Access to secure and well paid work

The majority (76.8%) of lone parents we interviewed expressed a desire to participate

in paid work at some stage. Several had attempted to re-enter the labour market and

found that a combination of low pay and additional costs (including childcare, transport,

school meals, prescriptions charges and rent) meant they were often worse off or

‘breaking even’ after entering paid work.

I actually wasn’t benefi ting by going out and working. I had to pay for their school

meals, I had to pay rent - the rent for this house is £50…Then I’d to pay £7 [per week]

for the rates, and any time I had to go to the doctor I had to pay for my prescription.

You know there was too much I had to pay for, it wasn’t worth going back to work.

Participants were conscious of the risks associated with moving into work and the

implications for their children:

I need to be so careful. You have these thoughts about what you’d like to do and

where you’d like to be in ten years time, but it’s doing them, it’s doing them that’s 

hard. It all comes down to money, you need money to do these things and I have to 

put my son fi rst. You have to do that, you have to –sometimes it’s not worth your while 

going out to work because of what you’ll get.’

Almost one third (31%) said they did not believe they would be better off fi nancially if they 

participated in paid work:

I know I wouldn’t be better off. You’d get the minimum wage…it would be a struggle

to get through…

A further 23 per cent said they ‘don’t know’ or were ‘unsure’:

I don’t know, that’s the main worry because once you go into work and you’re on your

own and you’ve got a hell of a lot to pay for. It’s just hard to know, isn’t it?
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The majority (94%) knew about in-work benefi ts available although many were less

clear about the exact implications (for example, in relation to Housing Benefi t). While a

few participants felt the WTC was a good incentive, the overwhelming view remained

that the cost of rent and additional expenses such as school meals, travel etc would be 

so expensive that even with the subsidy it was doubtful if they would be any better off 

fi nancially.

Lone parents were asked if they had been given a ‘back to work’ assessment to

determine if they would be fi nancially better off in paid work. While a considerable

proportion (45%) had never had such an assessment (and many clearly thought this

was a good idea), it was evident that fi nances were not the only consideration: many

simply found it diffi cult to reconcile paid work with parenting alone. One woman who

had worked in a job which entailed shift work, talked of the pressures she experienced

trying to maintain a seamless transition to-and-from home/school/childcare/home for her 

children:

I found it very hard because the evening before I went to work was spent making sure 

that everything was organised for the following day: that the childcare was organsed 

and that their lifts to school were organised. It wasn’t a matter of me going and doing 

it. I had to make sure that these things were all in place because I wasn’t going to be 

home until half nine.
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5.1.10 Problems transferring from benefi t to work

The comments of several lone parents suggest that, despite the emphasis placed on

supporting lone parents to enter or re-enter the labour market, there continue to be

problems in labour market transitions, especially with regard to Tax Credits and Housing

Benefi t. For example, one woman commented:

My tax credits were very, very slow initially. When I fi rst made my application I was

waiting for weeks, upon weeks, upon weeks. I was on a part-time job earning

seventy something pounds a week and I think I had maybe nine or ten weeks to wait

until I got my tax credits through. Okay, it was backdated but by that stage I had

borrowed so much money from relatives and friends to keep me going that I had to

pay that all back so it was of no benefi t.

Another spoke of how she had incurred rent arrears because her WTC did not come

through for several weeks:

I was in trouble with the Housing Executive and everything and that really put me off 

too, my nerves was wrecked with owing money.

Not surprisingly, fear of losing Housing Benefi t featured prominently in interviews with

over two-thirds (68.3%) of respondents in receipt of this benefi t. The signifi cance of

Housing Benefi  t for lone parents on Income Support partly refl ects the state of the

housing sector in Northern Ireland where the problems are twofold. First, in line with

trends elsewhere, the cost of buying a house in Northern Ireland has been increasing

steadily over recent years. Second, new-build social housing has not kept pace with the

growing population or changes in family formation which include an increasing number

of lone parent families. At February 2007, nearly one quarter (22.5%) of applicants on

social rented waiting lists in Northern Ireland were single parents (NIHE, 2007).
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This has resulted in an ever-increasing reliance on the private rented sector where rents

can exceed the maximum amount available through Housing Benefi t with the defi cit

sought from the claimant’s benefi t. We found several examples of lone parents paying

£40 and £50 a week out of their social security benefi t towards rent. For lone parents,

many of whom are already having some of their weekly benefi t deducted for social fund

re-payments, having to fi nd additional money for rent causes signifi cant hardship.

 

5.1.11 Discussion

Lone parents are a key group targeted by the range of welfare to work reforms and within

this NDLP is a key programme. Government has praised the NDLP for its contribution to

raising lone parent employment rates in Britain (HM Treasury, 2006). Others have been

more critical. The Women’s Budget Group has been critical of the resources allocated

to NDLP, pointing out that they have not matched those of other New Deal programmes

(WBG, 2006) with the average cost per person on the NDLP standing at £244,

compared to an average cost per person of £2,047 across New Deal programmes.

Others have criticised the emphasis placed on low-level skills, largely because labour

market returns for NVQ level 2 are extremely poor and remain negative for large

segments of the working population (Dearden et al., 2004).

Lone parents with low level qualifi cations are competing for jobs with other poorly

qualifi ed unemployed groups. Increasingly they have been seeking employment in the

service sector and areas of hospitality and retail where employers look to source as

cheap and fl exible a workforce as possible.

Government evaluation and research has indicated that New Deal no longer meets the 

needs of many clients, including lone parents, who face multiple and complex barriers 

to work. Taking these factors into account DEL has developed Steps to Work which 

employs a fl exible menu based approach to its adult return to work provision which can 

be tailored to individual needs with the aim of more meaningful engagement with clients. 

From September 2008, Steps to Work will subsume provision within the New Deal 

suite and will extend provision to cater for other groups not previously target for such 

assistance. These include Income Support (IS, and Incapacity Benefi t (IB) claimants 
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as well as Jobseeker’s Allowance (JSA) claimants who have been receiving benefi t for 

3 months or more and those who are not in receipt of any benefi t who are currently 

economically inactive.  As stated in DEL – Delivery of the Steps to Work Programme, 

Terms of Reference: 

‘The primary aim of Steps to Work is to assist the unemployed and economically 

inactive to gain sustainable work and to support them to stay in work. Its objective 

is to contribute to an increase in employment levels to 75% by 2020 in line with the 

Northern Ireland Programme for Government. Steps to Work marks a key change by the 

Department from funding client participation on a programme occupancy approach to a 

greater focus on job outcomes through provision delivered on a client centred individual 

basis via a fl exible menu.’

It is essential that both the positive and negative lessons of previous programmes such 

as New Deal for Lone Parents are incorporated into the delivery of this new Steps to 

Work Programme to ensure that the specifi c barriers and support needs of lone parents 

are fully recognised and responded to by all agencies involved in the delivery of the 

programme.
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5.2  Views of lone parents

5.2.1 Childcare preference

The majority of participants who currently require childcare (34%) use family or friends, 

predominantly a mother or sister. For the majority of the participants this was also the 

preferred form of childcare, with many expressing the view that the government fi nancial 

support for childcare should not be confi ned to professional childcare providers but could 

be used to pay family members. The most common reason given for the preference 

for family childcare was that parents felt more comfortable leaving their children with 

someone they knew and were more distrustful of strangers.  

A number of lone parents who use or had used family childcare said that ideally they 

would prefer to use formal care pointing to some of the diffi culties/tensions that can arise 

in situations where family members provide child care.  

One participant stated:  

If you’re paying someone to do it you know that they are going to be doing it regularly 

and if you are working you need reliable child care.

Gray and Breugal in their 2003 study found that 66 per cent of those using informal 

childcare said they would have preferred formal care but that it was too expensive. 

5.2  Views of lone parents

05617 gingerbread research report.indd   5505617 gingerbread research report.indd   55 06/06/2008   12:43:2006/06/2008   12:43:20



Page 56  |  Lone Parents Speaking Out: the views of lone parents in Northern Ireland on employment

5.2.2   Cost and availability of childcare

Predictably the cost of formal childcare was seen as prohibitive with a strong perception 

that the cost of childcare would outweigh any fi nancial gain from returning to work.  This 

was particularly important where participants saw themselves only being able to access 

minimum wage work.  

The cost of childcare is extortionate, so the level of pay is important

 was a comment made by one lone parent, which refl ected the thinking of many others.  

Most participants were aware that government assistance was available for childcare and 

while a few felt this was a good help, the overwhelming view was that formal childcare 

was so expensive that even with the subsidy it was diffi cult to make up the remainder 

of the cost.  The views of one participant point to the range of problems with formal 

childcare:

It’s hard to get a baby sitter that is registered and they charge too much and the 

government doesn’t pay all of it.  They make it sound good but its not. Whenever you 

sit down with a pen and paper its not good at all.  You’re working for nothing.

Diffi culty in fi nding childcare was also a problem.  Several participants explained the 

steps they had taken to fi nd a childminder or crèche which creates practical diffi culties 

for mothers who are forced to place children with a minder or crèche some distance from 

their home or work place:

If you fi nd a job that’s around the corner from you, or you know like two miles north 

and you’re having to take the child maybe two miles south to the childminder before 

you can go to your job, this is very stressful.  

The problem of fi nding appropriate care was exacerbated where a child attended 

playgroup or nursery for a short time and had to be picked up or where a child had a 

disability or special needs.  The lone parents in our survey who were in this position 

provided graphic descriptions of their attempts to put together packages of care with 

help from families, tax credits or child care training allowances and sometimes social 

services.  
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Some of the comments illustrate these problems:

 

There are a couple of evenings a week my children are out of school before I am out 

of work and I have real problems trying to get childcare covered.  I am really having 

problems with an after school club for my child who is 10…  A lot of after school clubs 

do not cater for that age and anywhere that does has a waiting list… its really, really 

hard to get childcare, especially somewhere that will pick them up from school.

There was a strong emphasis on the quality of childcare.  On the whole, participants 

expressed a view that they would prefer crèches or nurseries to childminders.  A number 

of reasons were given for this, including the idea that children have more opportunity to 

interact in crèches, the perception that children are safer because there is more than 

one adult present and that they therefore receive more attention.  Previous experience 

infl uenced some views.  One mother told us she was reluctant to use childminders 

because:

I had my two older boys with a registered childminder and I came home and found 

them in the outside hall: she put them there so that they would not make her home 

untidy.

Another spoke of her problems in fi nding registered childcare to enable her to attend 

night classes.  At the same time she had reservations about using babysitters pointing 

out that, ‘babysitters don’t have the same kind of checks on them.’ 

One important factor in this discussion may be participants’ lack of experience of using 

formal childcare, which may have had a bearing on the strong preference for family care.  

One woman talked of a crèche close to where she lived but said that 

it looks like a really posh place, it’s not for the likes of me. 

Bryson et al (1999) argue that if mothers had more experience of formal provision, they 

would rate it more highly.
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Participants in this sample on the Possibilities programme had an opportunity to use 

the crèche in Gingerbread.  These mothers spoke of the value of having childcare at, or 

close to, the training or employment base.  They also had confi dence in the quality of 

childcare being provided.  There are a number of reasons which may account for this. 

Many of these lone parents had knowledge of Gingerbread or had undertaken training 

programmes previously so they were reassured by this and by the reputation of the 

organisation. Some of the lone parents commented on the way in which attending the 

crèche had helped their children. It was also the case that training took place close to 

the crèche so mothers could check that children were settled. This may be particularly 

important for parents who have little experience of using formal childcare.  

Our sample group included lone parents with older children who required a different kind 

of childcare provision where children felt they were too old to be going to childminders 

after school.  There was little to suggest that childcare became less of a problem as 

children got older: in fact several parents felt the opposite was the case and were 

worried that their young teenage children needed more, not less attention.  Appropriate 

after school provision was suggested as a possible solution, provided the activities were 

relevant and attractive to this age group.  
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5.2.3 Prioritising children’s needs

The fi ndings from our sample suggest that some parents feel very strongly that they 

want to be with their children because they believe that this is best for them – especially 

when they are young.  Some mothers interviewed felt that this would be perceived in a 

negative way and clearly felt the need to justify their decision as illustrated in the following 

quotation:
  

I couldn’t leave my kids with anybody else.  I know a lot of people use it as an excuse 

and say “oh no, I couldn’t leave my kids”  but I honestly couldn’t leave the children with 

anyone.

Another participant said:

I just thought it was better to look after my child than be away from him… you just 

have so many worries about it all.

The availability of suitable childcare is a key issue for most lone parents thinking of 

returning to training or employment but it can be particularly diffi cult and stressful for 

those parents who have a child with a disability. Our fi ndings point to signifi cant gaps in 

provision, particularly with regard to appropriate childcare for children with special needs 

and during non –standard working hours.  

Its very hard for me – nobody would mind my son even though he’s a lovely child 

and he’s very talkative … I just wouldn’t expect somebody else to look after him.  You 

know ADHD is very hard; its hard for me, so I would not put that responsibility onto 

somebody else.

It is very evident that much consideration was given to what was best for children 

and, for some parents, their preference is to stay at home and look after their children, 

especially in the pre-school years.  Duncan et al (2004: 256) explore this when they 

talk about the government’s ‘rationality’ mistake, arguing that parents do not just take 

decisions in an economically rational way but “with reference to moral and socially 

negotiated views about what behaviour is right and proper, and this varies between 

particular social groups, neighbourhoods and welfare states”.   But if lone parents are to 

have genuine choice which does not result in them being fi nancially more vulnerable, this 

means accepting, as Horgan (2005) has argued, that the reliance on work as a route out 

of poverty has limitations.
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5.2.4 Discussion

An expansion in early years education provision, while welcome, will not necessarily 

result in an easing of childcare problems.  Many pre-school places are part-time – two or 

three hours in the morning or afternoon.  Integrated education and childcare services are 

required to support parents replace the patchwork of childminders, nursery schools and 

grandmothers so often necessary to enable a parent to continue in employment.  

While there was support for the child care subsidy being used to pay family members 

this raises complex issues regarding the registration and inspection of informal carers 

and the quality of childcare expected.  The prospect of more care being provided by 

grandmothers is also perhaps unlikely to be a satisfactory solution to childcare diffi culties 

in the long term. Families are more dispersed and the policy objective of raising the 

number of over 50s in paid work means that grandmothers will be likely to be working 

themselves.   Another factor is the increasing average age of carers looking after 

dependant adults (Evason, 2007).  With pressure to care for grandchildren and other 

adults, grandmothers may be vulnerable to care overload. 

A House of Commons report (2003) concluded that the government’s childcare strategy 

was “not suffi cient” to enable parents to work.  The Committee recommended that 

childcare ‘taster’ weeks should be introduced for low-income families so that they could 

take on paid work “safe in the knowledge that their children are being cared for in quality 

childcare settings” (House of Commons Work and Pension’s Committee, 2003,30).  

The National Employment Panel made a similar recommendation for Jobcentre Plus to 

increase lone parents’ confi dence in formal childcare and ease the transition into paid 

work.  

Social attitudes can be negative about reliance on social security (this was acutely felt by 

many of the participants) and authors have drawn attention to the contradictions evident 

in New Labour Policies.  On the one hand there is a strong message that all parents, 

and indeed particularly lone parents, should take part in paid work but, on the other, 

there is much emphasis on parenting duties and responsibilities and the need to be 

‘good’ active, involved citizens (McDowell, 2004).  In Northern Ireland there are also more 

conservative public attitudes to gender and family roles.  In the Northern Ireland Life 

05617 gingerbread research report.indd   6005617 gingerbread research report.indd   60 06/06/2008   12:43:2106/06/2008   12:43:21



 Lone Parents Speaking Out: the views of lone parents in Northern Ireland on employment  |  Page 61

and Times Survey (2002) only 8% of respondents felt that women should work full-time 

outside the home when there is a pre-school age child, 36% felt they should work part-

time when children were this age.   

As McDowell (2005) notes, the National Childcare Strategy initially launched in England 

in 1998 shied away from direct public provision of childcare, instead opting for increasing 

private provision with childcare tax relief.  However, recent developments such as the 

idea of Children’s Centres in England could provide an opportunity to create a more 

fl exible and universal system – for all working parents. In their study of mothers’ decision-

making with respect to the care of their children and their own employment, Himmelweit 

and Sigala (2004) discuss many of the limitations on choice raised by mothers in our 

study.  Their fi ndings also suggest that lone and partnered mothers identify with each 

other and do not see themselves as forging distinct groups in terms of their childcare 

needs (p.473). Northern Ireland urgently requires a comprehensive childcare policy in 

terms of accessibility and affordability and investment in training for childcare workers if 

parents are to have confi dence in the quality of provision. 

Childcare cannot be treated just like any other commodity.  As it exists the market in 

childcare is diverse and confusing with parents having concerns about gauging quality.  

The system of subsidy through the childcare element of the Working Tax Credit is 

administratively complex and there is confusion among many parents in this survey about 

exactly what fi nancial support is available and in what circumstances.  

Reconciling work and employment requires more than reliable childcare.  A common 

concern for parents was the impact on employment if children were ill or other family 

emergencies occurred.  There is certainly a perception of a very infl exible labour market 

with employers frowning on workers with substantive care responsibilities.  Such 

concerns have been raised in other work (Spencer-Dawe, 2005; Vandrenth et al., 1999) 

and of course they do, to a large extent, refl ect a reality.  Although there have been policy 

attempts to help working parents balance work and family life through providing greater 

fl exibility for parents of young children, employers are not obligated to provide this.  A 

survey of 2504 families in Britain carried out in 2006 for the Department for Trade and 

Industry and the Department for Work and Pensions (Smeaton & Marsh, 2006) found 

opportunities for fl exible employment varied geographically and were more likely to be 
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offered by large employers where effects of staff absence could be smoothed out.   In 

addition, the authors found lone mothers less likely to return to work at all after childbirth 

and point out that those who did return, returned sooner than partnered mothers.  

It is important to acknowledge the right of lone parents of dependent children to choose 

full-time parenting over participation in paid work if they so wish.  Something which has 

not gone unnoticed by a number of participants in this study is a policy which appears to 

encourage mothers to give up caring for their own children and to purchase care so that 

they can be employed in the labour market – often in the childcare sector.  At the same 

time, lone parenthood is a continuum and as such should be seen by governments as an 

opportunity to facilitate preparation for re-entry into the labour market.  

05617 gingerbread research report.indd   6205617 gingerbread research report.indd   62 06/06/2008   12:43:2106/06/2008   12:43:21



 Lone Parents Speaking Out: the views of lone parents in Northern Ireland on employment  |  Page 63

5.3 Poverty, health and well-being

Poverty does matter…because it makes good family functioning more diffi cult to 

achieve.

 (The Commission on Families and the Wellbeing of Children, 2005:10). 

The signifi cance of ill health in inhibiting labour market participation amongst lone 

mothers was highlighted in a major piece of research carried out between 1994 and 

1998 on lone parents in Northern Ireland (Evason, & Robinson, 1998a; Evason, et 

al., 1998a; Evason, et al., 1998b).  The study found that the majority of lone mothers 

wished to seek paid work at some point but were prevented from doing so by a number 

of constraints, including ill-health and disability, the need to care for their children, and 

fi nancial concerns about not being any better off in paid work.  Lone parents were found 

to move between benefi ts and in and out of low paid work.  Nearly ten years later, almost 

one third (32.9%) of the lone parents interviewed for this study said that they (or their 

child) had an illness or disability that would affect their ability to participate in paid work. 

Over one third (35.4%) had or were currently being treated for clinical depression.  This is 

signifi cantly higher (19%) than the proportion of the general population aged 16 or over 

showing signs of a possible mental health problem such as depression (NISRA, 2007).
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5.3.1 Life on a low income

Throughout the course of our interviews we saw at fi rst hand how poverty restricts the 

choices and opportunities available to lone parents and their children.  Lone parents 

spoke frequently of the impact of living on a low income.  This included the constant 

stress that resulted from a relentless struggle to make ends meet, not being able to buy 

children things they needed and the constraints on a lone parent family being able to lead 

a healthy life. This included parents doing without food and heat to provide for children:

You can’t do the things that you want to do because you’re always thinking I have 

to do this fi rst and I have to do that next and you always put yourself way back.  

Obviously, I have to put my son fi rst.  You have to do that, you have to – that’s why I 

need to be careful.

 

Shopping was frequently described as a stressful experience and involved choosing the 

cheapest shops, looking for ‘bargain buys’ and selecting chain store ‘own brands.’  One 

lone parent who had left her job because of childcare problems described living in quite a 

different way when she went on to Income Support:

You had to work all your money in a whole different way, you have to watch, you can’t 

just go out and buy something.  You really just have to save, you can’t just walk into 

the supermarket and think, ‘ach we’ll have that’ or, ‘ach we’ll have this’.   Instead 

you’re walking around looking at what’s on offer: buy one get one free, that’ll do two 

nights and two different weeks.  I’m not sure how to explain it, it’s just really, really, 

hard. Everything has to be saved.’   

The vast majority (96.3%) of lone parents interviewed reported that they suffered from 

stress, a signifi cant proportion (69.5%) of which can be described as ‘chronic long-

term stress.’  This contrasts sharply with levels of self-reported stress in the general 

population. The Northern Ireland Health and Social Wellbeing Survey (2005/06) found 

10 per cent of the general population aged 16 and over had experienced a great deal of 

worry or stress in the last 12 months and the majority (67%) had experienced little or no 

worry (NISRA, 2007).  
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Coping alone was cited as the main cause of stress (35.4%) by respondents—one lone 

parent commented:

Looking after a child all the time and disciplining a child on your own, providing for a 

child fi nancially, but also taking them out to parties or taking them out for the day, all 

that keeping up with the Jones’, is all very stressful. 

 

Another respondent explained that she had left the labour market 12 years previously to 

undertake a further education course so that she could get a better job but had to put 

her plans on hold after she was diagnosed with Myalgic Encephalomyelitis (ME).  She 

said she believed the stress of coping alone and working full-time had caused her health 

to decline:   

I did it for years and I believe that is part of the reason why my health went down you 

know.  A lot of single mums are just exhausted…

Her experience had naturally left her apprehensive about re-entering the labour market: 

I would love to, but I mean it would be too stressful. I wouldn’t be fi t for it physically. I 

just can’t put myself through that.
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5.3.2 Debt

Predictably lack of money emerged as a common cause of stress (23.2%) and debt was 

common among the lone parents interviewed.   Typically, debt began when an ordinary 

household bill had to be sacrifi ced to meet the cost of an unexpected or extra expense.  

One woman said her car had broken down and was going to cost £700 to repair.  She 

explained that she couldn’t manage without the car and that she was getting ‘really, really 

desperate’ due to where she lived and the lack of public transport.  It was clear from her 

comments that fi nding the money to pay for the repairs took precedence over everything, 

including study.  

It’s very, very hard because if I’m worried about money I can’t study. And I’m worried 

about money at the minute, so going to college isn’t my big thing at the minute…I 

couldn’t care less at the minute about projects and all…I’ll get them done sometime. 

My priority is getting the car back on the road and paying for that.

We found several cases in which lone parents were thousands of pounds in debt.  One 

woman commented: 

I’m just up to my ears in debt: credit cards, catalogues and family members and the 

bank as well.

She went on to explain how she had taken out a credit card to pay for the cost of a ‘free’ 

school trip but found she had to take out a second card to try and pay the fi rst card 

off because her debt was growing substantially due to the high interest being charged.  

However, she found the repayments which were £60-£70 a month were for interest only 

and she was still not managing to actually pay anything off the original debt.  She then 

took out a third card in the hope that—as it offered 7 months interest free—she would 

be able to make some inroad into her debt.  At the time of interview she remained over 

£3,500 in debt for an initial £1,000 loan.  
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There was heavy reliance on the Social Fund—which in itself was a source of stress for 

some lone parents.  It was not uncommon for lone parents to be in constant debt to the 

Social Fund: 

I’ve been going now for about 10 years I’ve been getting out loans from the Social 

Fund and my money is staying the same.  It doesn’t change because I always get 

another loan when one is paid, then another loan and another loan.

 However, is should be noted that participants viewed Social Fund debt as much more 

preferable to debt on credit cards etc. 
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5.3.3 Social exclusion

Persistent poverty places lone parents at a high risk of social exclusion.  This was one 

of the clearest messages emerging from interviews.   A comment made by one woman 

refl ects the feelings conveyed by many others:  

I cope by doing without.  Things like decorating, buying new clothes, going on holiday, 

you just don’t do those kind of things…I know they’re not necessities but they are 

very important to your well-being, frame of mind and your ability to get on with life you 

know.  It’s an awful drudgery, it truly is.

At its broadest level, the term social exclusion is used to describe the variety of ways 

in which people are excluded (economically, politically, socially, and culturally) from 

the accepted norms of society.  One important aspect of the lives of the lone parents 

interviewed was their isolation.   Many lone parents lived out their lives in a geographically 

small area, largely restricted to the neighbourhood in which they live, reluctant to place 

themselves far from schools and sources of family support and childcare.  For many lone 

parents travel outside their immediate locality was very limited.  

One respondent, whose eldest child was 13 years, said she had never been able to take 

her children on a holiday.  Another said she had not been away on a holiday since she 

lived with her parents.  Lack of money for leisure activities was also a common theme. ‘I 

never go out’ was a common phrase.  One woman commented:

I don’t go out, I don’t want to spend the money, I can’t remember the last time I was 

out, I think it would be about two years ago.’

The majority of lone parents (73.2%) reported that they had support from family (practical 

and/or fi nancial) and relied heavily on this.  However, a signifi cant minority (26.8%) had 

no family support, making participation in paid work more unattainable.  One lone parent 

who left her job as a nurse after her marriage broke down asked:

 How can I go back to nursing with the children?  I’d have to do shift work, I’ve no 

family, you see I’ve no one to take them.

I cope by doing without.  Things like decorating, buying new clothes, going on holiday, 

you just don’t do those kind of things…I know they’re not necessities but they are

very important to your well-being, frame of mind and your ability to get on with life you

know.  It’s an awful drudgery, it truly is.
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Demographic changes also make it more diffi cult for families to be able to provide 

support.  One lone parent explained: 

My mum works full-time and so does my brother and they all have their own lives so 

it’s very little that I ever see them and that would be including the weekends.

One respondent who had no family support and had been diagnosed with severe 

depression three years earlier explained:

 

It’s impossible for someone like me to be able to go back to education, to be able to 

go out to work without quite a bit of support.  

A troubled upbringing and a history of drug abuse meant she remained vulnerable and 

she was critical of the lack of support she had received: 

You know I think instead of throwing people into work - if I had got the help when I 

needed it -  if I had got the counselling when I needed it, it would never have got to the 

stage where I was suicidal.
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5.3.4 Perceptions

Lone parents’ perception of themselves and of how others see them was in general 

negative.  

If my son was being bold on the street because of his autism, I can see people looking 

at my hand.  You know they just judge you right away.  But if I was married, if I had a 

ring on my fi nger it’d be different.

The following quotes illustrate the way in which lone parents feel they are negatively 

perceived: 

You know I always felt bad when I said that I don’t work…even though I was caring for 

someone I just always felt uncomfortable about saying it.

You struggle alone with your child, trying to get by on very little money, wandering 

round the town feeling like an absolute waster looking in shop windows.

When women stay at home, they are just women who stay at home and don’t work 

and somehow society doesn’t seem to disapprove of that, unless your a lone parent.
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5.3.5 Poverty affects children

Research has shown that children demonstrate the immediate effects of growing up in 

poverty in their behaviour and aspirations, including worrying that their family will not 

have enough money to live on, and learning at a young age not to ask for things they 

want (Shropshire and Middleton, 1999; Bunting, Gray and Spence, 2003).  In interviews 

carried out as part of this study, parents discussed how children were often aware of 

how little money they have:

My oldest one at the minute won’t ask me for a penny because she knows how hard 

it is.  She’ll not want to ask for money for an economics book, she’ll say ‘it’s okay 

mummy, it’ll do next week’ but I know that she needs it that day.  I know she is worried 

about money, I hear her crying many a night in bed.

Poverty plays a signifi cant role in lone parents’ relationships with their children.   

Participants reported feeling guilty because they were not able to meet the needs and 

demands of their children:  

I really regret that I am not able to support myself…I don’t like taking, I don’t like 

asking, I don’t like having to be responsible to somebody else due to the fact that I 

need money and that my kids need money.

In general, lone parents were concerned that their children would suffer at school and 

consequently tried to protect them as far as possible from poverty, often relying on family 

for help:  

Coming up to Christmas I had all his stuff to get.  My family were very good because 

all at once he just needed all this stuff, he just grew out of everything and I’m running 

around like a tramp at the minute because I just can’t afford to buy anything for myself.

My oldest one at the minute won’t ask me for a penny because she knows how hard 

it is.  She’ll not want to ask for money for an economics book, she’ll say ‘it’s okay 

mummy, it’ll do next week’ but I know that she needs it that day.  I know she is worried 

about money, I hear her crying many a night in bed.

I really regret that I am not able to support myself…I don’t like taking, I don’t like

asking, I don’t like having to be responsible to somebody else due to the fact that I 

need money and that my kids need money.
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5.3.6 Impact of poverty on wellbeing

For government the main issue around improvements in out-of-work benefi ts, concerns 

the potential to adversely affect work incentives.   The evidence emerging from this 

study suggests such concerns need to be weighed against evidence of the detrimental 

affect which poverty has on the health and well-being of lone parents and their children.  

The stress that comes from living with uncertainty, including the stress of struggling to 

achieve housing stability and security, is detrimental to lone parents’ ability to lead healthy 

lives and to seek and undertake paid work. 

I wouldn’t have it in myself to actually take on work at the minute. There’s days when 

you just can’t go out your front door… the panic came over me that bad.  I think I was 

so long in the house that it was just too hard to go out.

‘Lifetime Opportunities’ refers to the ‘need to help people avoid problem debt and better 

manage their fi nances…’ (OFMDFM, 2006:37).  The comments and actions of lone 

parents we spoke to suggest that fi nancial management is by necessity, a self-taught skill 

for those living on low income and rather than an inability to manage fi nances, there is 

simply not enough income to cover all eventualities.  

I don’t get that much money to manage and as long as my bills are paid and there’s 

something left over for diesel then we’re alright but I have no money to save and no 

amount of rearranging will make that come out any different.

Many of the lone parents we spoke to were living day-to-day with the inevitable extra 

expenses such as fuel, rent increases, or repairs leading to a fi nancial crisis:

I’m on Income Support, I get DLA for [my son] and Carer’s Allowance, although that 

comes off my income support so it evens out.  That’s it, and it’s impossible to live on 

that if anything comes up.

05617 gingerbread research report.indd   7205617 gingerbread research report.indd   72 06/06/2008   12:43:2106/06/2008   12:43:21



 Lone Parents Speaking Out: the views of lone parents in Northern Ireland on employment  |  Page 73

Evidence of fuel poverty emerged in a number of interviews.  In Northern Ireland, the term 

fuel poverty is used to describe households that need to spend more than 10 per cent of 

their income on fuel to obtain a satisfactory level of heating (20ºC in the living room and 

18ºC in other occupied rooms).  According to the most recent fi gures (which relate to 

2004) some 24 per cent of households in Northern Ireland experience fuel poverty (NIHE, 

2004).   This represents a reduction of 9 per cent on fi gures for 2001, which the Housing 

Executive attribute to ‘the signifi cant upgrading of domestic heating to the more effi cient 

oil and gas systems in the pre-existing stock’ (NIHE: 23).  

However, some respondents complained of steep increases in fuel prices and some 

complained that they had not been consulted about the upgrade: 

The Housing Executive came out one day and took out the coal fi res and put in gas 

fi res, we had no choice they just done it.  I hate the gas, it’s far dearer and it’s not as 

warm as the coal.  You have to turn it on to get the heat and when you turn it off the 

heat is gone straight away.  I have to put more blankets on the beds for the children 

because I can’t afford to run the gas.  It has been increased by over 30 per cent and 

there’s talk of it going up by over 50 per cent.

According to the most recent House Condition Survey (NIHE, 2004), 68 per cent of 

households with an annual income of less than £7,000 were in fuel poverty in 2004.  

Lone parents not participating in the labour market and consequently at home all day are 

particularly vulnerable to fuel poverty.  As one woman remarked: 

being in the house 24-7 you’re using more electric, you’re using more heat, you’re 

using more of everything.

It is unlikely that the Housing Condition Survey due to be published in 2008 will show 

signifi cant reductions in fuel poverty in Northern Ireland given the increases in energy 

prices (estimated in 2007 by the General Consumer Council to represent an 84% 

increase since 2003). The new household water and sewerage charges may further 

increase the fi nancial pressures for lone parents in Northern Ireland. The Department for 

Regional Development in Northern Ireland has indicated that a Reduced Tariff Scheme 

will be introduced to try to prevent water poverty—which occurs where a household pays 
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more than 3 per cent of their total income on water charges.  However, after the phasing 

in period ends the lowest household charge in Northern Ireland is expected to be around 

£150 with the average bill estimated to be in the region of £300.

Life on Income Support can represent security.   As one lone parent commented:  

At the end of the day I knew what money I had coming in and I thought it was safer for 

the children and me to work with money that we defi nitely were getting.
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5.3.7 Need for advice/information

It was clear from interviews that many lone parents are not getting the advice they 

need.  In some cases this is because they do not know of anywhere they can access 

advice in their locality and were unaware of regional services. Some people had received 

advice about Working Tax Credit for example, but needed more holistic advice about the 

implications of moving into work.  This participant, who was awaiting a hip replacement 

operation, was confused about changes to her benefi ts and had been unaware that she 

was not receiving what she was entitled to:  

I used to be on Income Support but they changed me onto Incapacity Benefi t. I 

don’t know why, probably because my doctor was giving me all the [sick] lines.  But 

whenever my second youngest turned 19, I lost her Child Benefi t and they actually 

cut my benefi t at a time when I was losing more money.  So, going on the Incapacity 

and losing the Child Benefi t was a bit of a blow at the time but then I found out about 

two weeks ago  that I should be getting Child Tax Credit.   I didn’t know, nobody ever 

told me.  This guy told me on the phone. I was ringing up to fi nd out if I could renew 

[my youngest child’s] free school meals and they give me this contact number and 

whenever I rang them the guy said ‘do you realise that you are actually entitled to Child 

Tax Credit? And I said ‘but I don’t work’ and he said ‘you don’t  have to’

Another woman considered herself lucky that she had a sister working in an advice 

centre. This woman went on to explain how she, in turn, passes on information to other 

lone parents on her course:

I think a lot of things I maybe wouldn’t know about only for her. I mean whenever I’ve 

rung the social security offi ce they’re fi ne and they’re helpful but they don’t volunteer 

a lot of information.  Unless you go looking for it, you won’t get it really.  You know the 

only letters I get is when I’m being called in for work-focused interviews or something 

like that…

I know, there’s people that I have been on the course with and I’ve been able to tell 

them what I know because they haven’t been told about things.
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5.3.8 Discussion

The fi ndings from this study suggest that government policies encouraging lone parents 

to participate in paid work must consider lone parents vulnerability to ill-health.  The 

stress of parenting alone on limited resources places signifi cant pressures on lone 

parents and the evidence presented here suggests this is detrimental to the health and 

well-being of both lone parents and their children.  In addition, lone parents who have a 

disability, have a child with a disability or have no family support to draw on are relatively 

worse off and for these lone parents, participation in the labour market is more diffi cult.  

Current benefi t levels are inadequate to enable lone parents to lead a healthy life.  Low 

wages, the cost of childcare and the impact of earnings on benefi t also means that it can 

be diffi cult for lone parents to move out of poverty by moving into work.  For government 

the main issue around improvements in out-of-work benefi ts concerns the potential to 

adversely affect work incentives.   The evidence presented here suggests such concerns 

need to be weighed against evidence of the detrimental effect poverty has on the health 

and well-being of lone parents and their children.  

The high levels of stress and mental health problems experienced by lone parents in 

Northern Ireland contrast sharply with fi gures for the general population. This runs 

contrary to Government’s commitment to provide security for those unable to participate 

in paid work. In light of the evidence presented here, it is diffi cult to see how the well-

being of many lone parent families can be improved without raising benefi t levels.  

Most lone parents said they would have benefi ted from more advice.  During 2006-2007, 

Gingerbread dealt with 9994 enquiries on a range of issues including enquiries about 

going back to work/study and enquiries about housing and housing costs, childcare and 

Tax Credits.  Their advice service raised  £876, 452 of new income for lone parents and 

their children over the year (2006/2007) and averaged £1 million pounds in net income 

in the years previous to this (Gingerbread, 2007). This extra income for lone parents was 

generated by identifying unclaimed and under claimed benefi ts, tax credits, representing 

clients at appeal hearings, identifying grants and bursaries and helping clients move 

into work or education. This fi gure demonstrates one of the practical changes that 

appropriate advice can bring about and resourcing such services is an important 

component of any anti-poverty strategy. 

05617 gingerbread research report.indd   7605617 gingerbread research report.indd   76 06/06/2008   12:43:2106/06/2008   12:43:21



 Lone Parents Speaking Out: the views of lone parents in Northern Ireland on employment  |  Page 77

5.4 Transnational research

5.4.1 Introduction

When faced with the prospect of including a transnational element in the research we 

were mindful that this would by necessity be limited to a small number of lone parents in 

each country.  However, the research does provide an insight into the lives of a number 

of lone parents in each country and despite the differing contexts (discussed below) there 

are a number of common challenges facing lone parents.

In line with wider trends, family structures in Spain, Italy, Lithuania and Malta are 

becoming more diverse.  In Italy statistics suggest that 12% of households are headed 

by a lone parent, while in Spain, lone parent families comprise 7% of all households 

(European Commission, 2007).  In Lithuania, the most recent census records that 3% 

of all households are headed by a lone parent (Statistics Lithuaniua, 2003). In Malta, 

national statistics put the fi gure at 3% (National Statistics Offi ce, 2003).  In many cases 

fi gures are unlikely to accurately represent the actual number of lone parents due to a 

lack of data and/or use of restrictive defi nitions.  
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5.4.2 Locating the partner countries in welfare regime typologies

The partner countries are diverse in terms of their social and economic history and 

circumstances and policy and provision with regard to lone parents.  Comparative 

literature has sought to conceptualise welfare states to understand the domestic social 

and political factors associated with limited or extensive welfare systems.  Most notably, 

the seminal work of Esping-Andersen (1990), argues that differences in welfare systems 

refl ect differences in the basic principles underlying their development, such as equality 

and solidarity, traditional work ethic norms and perceptions of the role of the state and 

the market.  The conclusion is reached that all developed welfare states cluster around 

three basic regimes types: liberal, social democratic, and corporatist-conservative.  

The central concept underpinning Esping-Andersen’s analysis rests on the notion 

of  “decommodifi cation” i.e., the degree to which individuals or families can uphold a 

socially acceptable standard of living independent of market participation (1990:37).  

Decommodifi cation is measured by the generosity and availability of social benefi ts (i.e., 

old age pensions, sickness benefi ts and unemployment benefi t).  Bearing in mind that 

welfare regime typology is based on ideal types and no cases are pure, the following 

section outlines the welfare typology as proposed by Esping-Andersen and expanded on 

by others and incorporates the four countries included in this research.

The basic principles underlying the liberal regime rest on traditional work-ethic norms.  

Public assistance in liberal regimes is, therefore, minimal and often associated with 

stigma.   Means-tested assistance, modest universal transfers, or modest social 

insurance predominate.  To encourage entry into the labour market at the earliest 

opportunity, the rules governing entitlement are strict.  In turn, the state encourages 

the market by providing only a safety net and also by subsidising private welfare 

schemes.  The outcome of this, Esping-Andersen (1990) argues, serves to minimise 

decommmodifi cation effects, erecting a structure that creates a relative equality of 

poverty among state-welfare recipients and a market-differentiated welfare among the 

majorities.  The United States, where in many states ‘workfare’ policies oblige people to 

work for benefi t, is presented as the archetypical liberal regime.  
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The conservative-corporatist regime is linked to countries that have a history of 

corporatism and a strong Catholic ethos (i.e., Italy, Austria, France and Germany).  As 

these states developed their welfare provisions, they did not share the Liberal concern 

for the market; rather the main concerns centred on how to maintain social hierarchy 

and preserve traditional family-hood in the new post-industrial class structure.   Thus, 

occupationally-based social insurance funds were developed for the different groups 

of workers often paying varying levels of benefi ts.  In turn, the State’s role in the family 

is restricted through the application of the principle of subsidiarity, which holds that the 

State will only interfere when the family’s capacity to service its members is exhausted.  

The social democratic regime developed in countries with strong social democratic 

labour movements  (i.e., Sweden, Denmark, Finland and Norway) is based on principles 

of universalism, equality and redistribution.  Transfers and services are thus regarded 

as a right for all rather than a minimum for the needy.  The emphasis is on the State to 

provide for citizens' social needs: welfare is primarily public sector led and provided.  

Social support services (e.g., childcare, support for older people etc) are widely available, 

refl ecting the social democratic policy not to wait until the family’s capacity to care for its 

members is exhausted and belief in the ‘right to work’ of all citizens.  This is categorised 

as a highly decommodifying welfare system.  

Esping-Andersen’s (1990) typology has been the subject of much academic debate, 

and has been modifi ed and expanded in a number of important respects.  In particular, 

a number of scholars identify a fourth regime: the southern European model which 

distinguishes the countries of Spain, Italy, Portugal and Greece from Austria, France and 

Germany (Leibfried, 1993; Ferrera, 1996; Andreotti et al., 2001).   

The thrust of arguments for a southern European regime is that although the welfare 

systems in southern Europe share some of the features of Esping-Andersen’s 

conservative-corporatist model, such as the link between benefi ts and labour market 

participation via a social insurance based social security system. They have distinctive 

features such as the strong gaps in protection for those outside the labour market, 

universal but underdeveloped health care systems, and the centrality of the family as 

a welfare safety net (Ferrera, 1996).   Andreotti et al. (2001) highlight the persistent 

weakness of the state both in terms of benefi ts and services which means that despite 
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increased levels of social expenditure, the pattern of its internal distribution remains 

uneven and completely unbalanced in favour of pensions, giving few resources to active

labour policies, housing or social exclusion.  

Feminists have drawn attention to the important role that women play generally in 

securing welfare and care within family networks.  As Daly (2002) argues, care is 

embedded in sets of social norms and social relations which reach deep into the fabric 

of society and thus societies have settlements around care which are both realised by 

and manifest in public policies.  Esping-Andersen’s typology has been criticised for failing 

to recognise this.  As Hammer and Österle (2003) point out, within welfare systems 

women typically gain social rights by virtue of their dependent status within the family 

as wives and are expected to undertake caring work at home with only limited support 

from the state.   Lewis (1992) demonstrates the gendered assumptions associated 

with unpaid and paid work through her three-part typology based on strong, modifi ed, 

and weak male breadwinner model.  Strong male breadwinner regimes assume that 

women's incomes are secondary to men's (e.g., southern European countries); modifi ed 

male breadwinner regimes give women a special status in relation to motherhood (e.g., 

France); weak or dual male breadwinner regimes take the individual rather than the family 

or the married couple as the basic unit enabling women to be breadwinners in the same 

way as men (e.g., Sweden).  
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5.4.3 Transnational fi eldwork

As with the Northern Ireland research in-depth, semi-structured interviews were used 

to gather qualitative information on issues that are relevant to lone parents’ ability to 

participate in training or employment.  This included: details of the lone parent’s age; 

number of children and their ages; route into lone parenthood; highest level qualifi cation; 

employment status; current fi nancial circumstances, including any welfare benefi ts; 

housing status; childcare arrangements; health status of lone parent and children; 

additional caring responsibilities; views and experiences with regard to training and 

employment; balancing family and parenting responsibilities; and aspirations. 

Five in-depth interviews were conducted with lone parents in Vilnius, Lithuania, in March 

2006; seven in-depth interviews were conducted with lone parents in Valletta, Malta, in 

September 2006; ten in-depth interviews were conducted with lone parents in Leon, 

Spain, in March 2007; and eleven in-depth interviews were conducted with lone parents 

in Lecce, Italy, in June 2007.  

The samples were comprised entirely of females.  The average age of interviewees was 

32 years in Lithuania; 30 years in Malta; 40 years in Spain; and 36 years in Italy.   All had 

at least one dependant child.   Respondents came to lone parenthood largely through 

separation: In Lithuania 3 respondents had previously lived with their partner (2 had been 

married and one had cohabited), the remaining 2 respondents have never cohabited with 

a partner.  In Spain, all 10 respondents had been married.  In Malta, 5 respondents had 

previously lived with their partner (4 had been married and one cohabited), the remaining 

2 respondents have never cohabited with a partner. In Italy, 10 respondents had 

previously lived with their partner (8 had been married and 2 cohabited), the remaining 

respondent has never cohabited with a partner.
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5.4.4 Social welfare provision impacting on lone parents in Italy and Spain

The degree of decentralisation in Spain and Italy means that welfare provision in both 

countries is characterised by regional variations.  Both countries have a tripartite 

administrative structure at sub-national level.   Local authorities have formal competence 

in the fi eld of social assistance: they are responsible for funding benefi ts and determining 

benefi t levels.  In Spain, all municipalities provide a general minimum income scheme.  

This effectively acts as a national safety net, albeit with substantial regional variations in 

the levels of benefi t (Hölsch & Kraus, 2003).  In contrast, Italy does not have a national 

social assistance system, only specifi c national means-tested programmes for older 

and disabled people, and some general local assistance schemes. Italian regions are 

permitted, but not obliged to establish general frameworks for social assistance (Hölsch 

& Kraus, 2003).  This translates into extreme variations in provision.  So, in some regions, 

e.g., Trento and Bolzano in the more prosperous north, there is a well established (30 

years) essential minimum while in others, it has happened only recently, e.g. Campania 

in the less prosperous south introduced a Citizenship Income in 2004 to combat poverty 

and social exclusion  (Communication from the European Commission, 2006:8).  On 

the surface, it seems that economic differences between the north and the south are 

the most obvious cause of these regional variations.  However, on closer inspection it 

is clear that some regions in the north also lack the necessary receptiveness of societal 

structures and institutions e.g., in the Veneto region a strong Roman Catholic ideology 

supports the autonomy of the family and private religious organisations in welfare 

provision (Hölsch & Kraus, 2003).  

In Spain working age persons, including lone parents,  are eligible for general non-

contributory minimum income: Ingreso mínimo de inserción or Renta mínima. However, 

the amount paid varies across the 17 Autonomous Communities.  Child benefi t, which 

is earnings related, is paid for children under 18 years of age or over 18 if suffering from 

at least 65% degree of a disability.  Women who are employed and contribute to a social 

security scheme can get a rebate of £100 per month for each child under 3 years.  

Health care is publicly fi nanced and there is a health care system (asistencia sanitaria), 

free-of-charge at the point of use (Source: MISSOC, 2006).  In relation to childcare 

provision, pre-school provision covers two cycles:  0-3 years and 3-6 years. The latter is 

state-funded, offering 25 hours a week. 
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In Italy there is no national system of social assistance, only specifi c national means-

tested programmes for older and disabled people, and some local general non-

contributory minimum  “Minimo Vitale" or  "Reddito minimo”.  Italian regions are 

permitted, but not obliged to establish general frameworks for social assistance, 

therefore there is considerable regional variation.  In general where a non-contributory 

minimum income scheme exists, it is paid for a limited period, with the possibility of 

renewal depending on duration of the situation of need. There is a publicly fi nanced 

system of health care.  Persons with an income less than the social pension (assegno 

sociale) are exempted from participation in healthcare costs.  Italy does not have a 

universal child benefi t. A means-tested family allowance is available for families of 

employees/former employees based on insurance contributions.  It is also payable to 

a low-income couple with no children (Source: MISSOC, 2006).  In terms of childcare 

provision, crèches for 0–3-year-old children are, in principle, open from 7.30 am to 

17.00/18.00 pm but, there are signifi cant local variations and the services available often 

bear no relation to national policy (Kröger et al 2003). Public nursery schools are available 

for children 3–6 years and usually open from 8.30am to 16.30 pm. 
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5.4.5 Social welfare provision impacting on lone parents in Malta 

The welfare system in Malta has rarely been the subject of academic debate.   However, 

available literature suggests that the salient characteristics that infl uenced the 

development of welfare in Malta include its British colonial history and Catholic religious 

hegemony.  Baldacchino (2002) argues that in language, tourism, legislation, education 

and culture, Britain remains magnetic to the Maltese.   He also refers to a national mind-

frame strongly determined by religious perceptions of propriety and morality, noting that 

in spite of evident secularisation around 70 per cent of the population in Malta attends 

weekly mass regularly.  Debono (2007) identifi es support for the male breadwinner 

model implicitly and explicitly through the traditional Catholic doctrine, which dominates 

the Maltese culture.  Azzopardi (1999:56) argues that “the state fi rmly believes that 

society in general should be responsible for social care and encourages the involvement 

of agencies and non-governmental organisations in care provision for this sector”.  In 

practice this means that women are responsible for care (see ETC, 2007) and translates 

into a low rate (34.6%) of female employment - the lowest in the EU27 (Eurostat, 2007a).    

A further factor which may be infl uential in Malta concerns its size: Malta is a tiny island 

where, as Bloute points out, everyone knows everybody else’s business and hence it 

is very diffi cult to separate an issue from personalities and raise it as public policy (cited 

in Vakili-Zad, 2006).  The circularity between a lack of family policy measures and an 

absence of demand for such measures is identifi ed by Flaquer (2000) who argues the 

system is reproduced as in a sort of self-fulfi lling prophecy.  This can be inferred from 

Abela’s (2002b) comments about a ‘silent majority’ of Maltese women who are very 

active in the provision of welfare for the members of their family.   The conservative 

attributes of Malta’s welfare regime are mixed with the strong work ethic of the liberal 

regime.  A Maltese survey for a Eurobarometer report, found that a majority (70%) believe 

poverty is primarily a result of individual behaviour for which the persons concerned are 

to blame (see Abela, 2002a).  
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In Malta lone parents are eligible for means-tested social assistance for single parents 

(Ghajnuna Socjali ghal genitur singlu) and means-tested child benefi t (Allowance tat-Tfal).  

The amount of assistance paid is 100% of the applicable rate if the single parent is the 

head of household and at 75% of the applicable rate if single parent is not the head of 

household (e.g. living with parents or other relatives). Recipients of social assistance are 

entitled to a rent allowance if they pay rent, and to subsidies on water, electricity, and 

telephone bills (Source: MISSOC, 2006).  There is a universal healthcare system, publicly 

fi nanced and is free at the point of use. For children aged 0-3, childcare is currently 

provided in a piece-meal basis, predominantly through the private sector (EGGSIE, 

2005a).  Public sector Kindergarten provision is available for children aged 3-5 years. 

However, for older children the childcare options are limited.  No subsidies or tax rebates 

are available for childcare. 
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5.4.6 Social welfare provision impacting on lone parents in Lithuania

Lithuania was part of the Soviet Union until shortly before the collapse of the USSR 

in 1991.  While the totalitarian political system across the Soviet Union meant there 

was no way of infl uencing decision-making from below, a broad political compliance 

was maintained through an implicit social contract with the workers.  This essentially 

translated into full employment, broadly similar wages and living standards regardless 

of profession and highly subsidised prices for food, housing and transport (Deacon, 

2000).  In addition, a universal welfare system granted social welfare provision as well 

as free access to health care and education (Pot ek, 2007).   Women’s participation in 

the labour market was maintained through the provision of benefi ts that helped combine 

their ‘reproductive and productive roles’ e.g., universal child allowances and extensive 

child care facilities (Falkingham, 2000).   However, as Deacon (2000) points out, while 

the communist system had its achievements it had many shortcomings, including the 

inadequacy or absence of unemployment benefi t and ineffi cient health care systems that 

remained underdeveloped in the preventive approach translating into high mortality and 

morbidity rates.  

Post-1991, Lithuanian social policy inherited problems that included extensive poverty 

particularly among older people, larger families, and those outside the rigid work-eligibility 

requirements of the system (Deacon, 2000).  Such problems were compounded by 

increases in unemployment and infl ation, the inevitable consequence of the ending of 

the command economy.  Additionally, Deacon (2000) points out that privatisation and 

residualisation strategies were actively encouraged by creditors, primarily the IMF and the 

World Bank as conditions for the receipt of loans.  This was most evident in the dramatic 

changes that took place in housing policy across Eastern Europe, which by the mid-

1990s meant that large parts of the state housing stock were privatised and rent levels 

were nearing market levels.  A restitution of nationalized property took place in Central 

and South-eastern Europe, a regulated rents market with targeted housing allowances 

was developed and charges for utilities were  raised.  Aidukaite (2004) interprets the 

liberalist traits that emerged, to a greater or lesser extent in the Baltic states, together 

with the development of insurance based social programmes (which cover everybody) as 

warranting a fi fth regime type; the post socialist or Eastern European model.   
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In Lithuania the state provides a non-contributory minimum benefi t (Socialin  pašalpa) to 

low-income families.  It is granted for 3 months and may be renewed (unlimited number 

of renewals) if the circumstances have not changed.  Persons of working age who are 

without a job must be registered at the Labour Exchange and should be willing to work, 

train or retrain. Refusal to take up a job, training, public duties or works supported by 

Employment Fund (Užimtumo fondas) may lead to suspension or refusal of granting 

Social Benefi t (Socialin  pašalpa).  Urgent health care is provided for all residents. Other 

health services are available for insured persons with the main costs of treatment covered 

by insurance. People who do not pay compulsory contributions and are not insured by 

the State must cover the cost of treatment personally. Reimbursement for cost of house 

heating and hot and cold water is provided for low-income families based upon a means 

test. With regard to Child Benefi t, a lump sum is paid for every child at birth.  Thereafter,  

monthly Child Benefi t is paid with the amount gradually reduced from when the child is 

one year onwards (Source: MISSOC, 2006).
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5.4.7 Research fi ndings

The fi ndings from the transnational interviews point to the often formidable diffi culties 

lone parents face in trying to provide an income for their families.  Despite the fact that 

political and socio-economic contexts are very different there are noticeably some 

common factors which contribute to lone parent poverty in all of the countries studied.  

These include historic and ongoing gender inequality, attitudes to women and work and 

the failure of welfare systems to adequately provide for those families which fall outside a 

perceived norm. 

5.4.7.1 European labour market 

The recent report by the European Commission Report on Equality between Women 

and Men (2007b) notes that the female labour force continues to be the engine of 

employment growth in Europe. Tellingly, the report notes that occupational and sectoral 

segregation show no sign of signifi cant decline and concludes that the increase in female 

employment is being achieved mainly in sectors of activity and in professions that are 

already dominated by women (i.e., education, health, social care, and service sector).  

Within the EU as a whole, women’s participation in paid work involves a high share of 

part-time work, representing almost one third (32%) in 2006 while the corresponding 

fi gure for male part-time work was 7.7%. 

The Commission’s report acknowledges that women’s participation in employment is 

affected by their role in the care of children and other dependant persons, such as elderly 

or disabled persons.  The strong impact of parenthood on employment rates of women 

with young children compared to men provides further evidence of the diffi culties faced 

by women in reconciling paid and unpaid work.  In 2005, some 61% of women aged 20-

49 years with children under 12 were employed, compared with 76% who did not have 

children less than 12 years.  For men with children under 12, however, the employment 

rate was over 90%.  For lone parents, the position, vis-à-vis the labour market is relatively 

worse given that they do not have a partner to share the responsibility of parenting.  
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Our participants in each of the countries spoke of major diffi culties managing domestic 

life alongside paid work and the stress associated with this. The specifi c reasons for 

this varied.  For example, in Spain and Italy participants spoke of particular diffi culties 

when children were under three, and for teenage children.  In Malta the long summer 

break, the mis-match between the average working and school day, including the 

opposition of employers to more fl exible working patterns and the cost of childcare 

featured predominantly in interviews.  In Lithuania this was often compounded by the 

severe poverty and housing problems being experienced by the mothers we spoke to.  

These women were also more likely to lack any family support as a number of them had 

themselves grown up in an institution.

 

5.4.7.2 Experience of employment

The majority of our respondents were currently participating in paid work, mostly low 

skilled and low-paid work.  Across the four countries cleaning jobs were the most 

common type of employment secured by respondents.  A very small number were 

employed in relatively well paid jobs in social care and administration posts.  However, 

even in these cases the position of the lone parents was far from fi nancially secure.  In 

Malta, for example, one such respondent had two jobs and yet she could not afford 

to move out of her parents’ house because of the cost of rented accommodation and 

childcare.  

Respondents in Spain complained of the prevalence of temporary contracts, perceived 

by them as a cost-saving exercise by employers but which made it diffi cult for the lone 

parents to establish ‘rights’ and resulted in constant fi nancial insecurity.  When we 

looked at our data we found that each of the respondents had experienced a range 

of low-skilled/contractual jobs, such as warehouse packing, tele-operators, cleaning, 

housekeeping, childcare, home help, etc.  Indeed, none of the women we spoke to in 

Spain had ever held a permanent post.  This refl ects the broader picture in Spain, where 

almost one third (32.5%) of total employment is contractual compared to the EU-25 

average of 13.7% (Isusi & Corral, 2007).  
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A small number of respondents in Italy, Malta, and Spain told us that they had 

participated in informal work - they stressed to us that they were still struggling to make 

ends meet and that the system left them with little fi nancial incentive to work formally. In 

Malta, one woman told us how she had to give up her job after her ex-husband stopped 

paying maintenance and she was refused state assistance.  She explained that she was 

working part-time and that this meant she would not have been eligible for assistance 

from the government but when she paid tax and National Insurance she was fi nancially 

worse off.   In Italy, a respondent talked of feeling very desperate because she could see 

no way out of her situation.  

She said:

It is impossible to fi nd an employer who will take you on formally.  It is cheaper for 

them to employ people illegally and because there is so much unemployment there are 

plenty of people willing to take jobs like that .... including people who are here illegally 

and who can’t work any other way.  But for people like me it is very bad because until I 

get a proper job with a proper contract I will never be able to fi nd anywhere to live.

When asked what she felt her government needed to do to help lone parents, she said, 

‘help people to fi nd work legally; to be paid a decent wage.’  She said that she did not 

want government just to give out money but  to facilitate employment and help with 

training.  This was a very common statement made in response to the question about 

how policy could be improved.  It may refl ect a feeling of stigma on the part of lone 

parents at pain to point out they were not ‘scroungers’ but without exception the lone 

parents we spoke to talked of their desire to get into the labour market.  

The low-skilled and low-paid work commonly undertaken by lone parents has limited 

opportunities for progression which, in turn, increases the likelihood of on-going issues 

of fi nancial hardship.  There were many examples of  parents  frequently having to 

go without.  In Spain, one woman never used her heating unless the child was in the 

house. Another was very worried because she didn’t know how she was going to afford 

the dental treatment she had been told her son badly needed.  In Malta, one mother 

explained how her children ‘just wanted to be the same as other children’, that they 

wanted to have the same clothes and to look the same.  
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The reasons for the persistent poverty experienced by many of the lone parents in this 

sample go beyond the issue of the availability and amount of cash benefi ts for lone 

parents and the diffi culties they experience in relation to employment.  They also need 

to be looked at in the context of broader social provision including access to healthcare, 

housing and other social welfare services and, particularly in the case of Lithuania, of  

major economic and societal changes. 

5.4.7.3 Training opportunities

As noted earlier most of the participants were currently in employment and so those 

participants taking part in training were likely to be combining this with paid work and 

domestic responsibilities.  Policy makers in Malta have identifi ed the need to attract more 

women into the labour market and a number of initiatives have been developed to try to 

achieve this.  As noted earlier Malta has a low proportion of  women in paid work and 

this is clearly an important factor in assessing how best lone parents can be assisted into 

employment.   The lone parents we talked to in Malta, while all expressing a desire to 

work, were sensitive to what they regarded as church and societal negative perceptions 

of working women.  Reference was made to Malta being ‘an old fashioned society’ and 

to infl uence exerted by  the Catholic church on women to put family before work. 

However, a  number of lone parents were involved in a training course provided by an 

NGO to address the training needs and the social exclusion of young mothers.  Most 

had had previous experience of employment but had left, or were forced to leave, after 

having their children.  They articulated the benefi ts of the programme talking of how 

it was about more than updating their vocational skills.  Some of the most positive 

benefi ts cited included:  being encouraged to acknowledge the skills and experience 

they had; and being able to relate to peers and develop friendships and to get tailored 

advice and support. Efforts being made by the government and statutory organisations 

include additional educational opportunities through the Structural Funds and Equality 

Commission initiatives to address discrimination and stereotyping.  
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There was some pessimism on the part of participants about their future employment 

prospects – even with enhanced skills and qualifi cations.  It was felt that it was 

diffi cult to take further study because of cost implications, wage levels were low which 

created diffi culty particularly in terms of paying for childcare and housing affordability.  

The existence of a signifi cant ‘informal economy’ in Malta also has implications for 

employment rates and wage levels.  

In Spain, many of the participants were acutely aware of the need for and benefi ts 

of, training.  The average age of participants in Spain was 40 and a number of the 

women had left school when they were 14 or 15 years old so they felt that the only 

way to progress to a better paid and more secure employment was through gaining 

qualifi cations.   Some were taking part in training programmes run in partnership 

between statutory and voluntary organisations which aimed to equip women to work in 

non traditional areas. They spoke very positively of the training and the encouragement 

they received and were optimistic although they did discuss the challenges which they 

felt would face them as they tried to enter male dominated areas of employment.  Other 

women were clearly frustrated by attempts to combine training with all their other roles, 

citing problems about the cost of courses, the availability of courses at a time when they 

could do them and the problems doing course work when they already worked such 

long hours in their paid job.  The reality often was that they simply could not afford to 

reduce the hours they worked or, in some cases, the number of jobs they had.  

Those participants in Italy currently taking part in training were mostly taking courses 

provided by an NGO in IT and/or business specifi cally tailored towards women.  These 

courses also had elements of personal development and confi dence building.  Two 

participants talked of how the course had transformed them in terms of helping them 

meet their objectives (such as running their own business) or acquiring skills for the fi rst 

time.  Again, a number of the participants in Italy had left school in their early teens and 

had little opportunity to go back to education.  Apart from these courses the general 

feeling among participants was that it was diffi cult to access training.  There was very 

little knowledge of educational or re-training opportunities offered by the statutory sector.  

Some of the participants in Italy were initially from outside the country and felt that they 

had specifi c educational and training needs which were hampering their ability to fi nd 

work. 
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In Lithuania, most of the participants had experienced diffi culties which had often 

resulted in disrupted education. Many could be described as being extremely vulnerable 

in terms of their economic situation but also their physical and psychological health.  Day 

to day survival was the priority.  A number of the women had taken courses, for example, 

in catering, in domestic work, or in care work. One participant was involved with an 

organisation encouraging women to do training in more non-traditional areas.  However, 

wages were often such that employment was no guarantee of being able to acquire 

housing or basic essentials.  

While it is impossible to generalise from such a small sample, in relation to our 

participants, the diffi culties they faced were multiple (including experience of abuse, 

lack of experience of independent living, serious health problems  etc)  and could not 

be addressed solely through enhancing skills and qualifi cations.  Participants articulated 

the need for a broader range of support and provision , some of which would have to be 

individual in nature.

5.4.7.4 Housing affordability problems

Housing affordability problems were common across countries, refl ecting the wider 

picture across the EU.  Across the EU-27, the average level of social rented stock is just 

over 10% (Berry & Reid, 2006).   Respondents in all four countries identifi ed the lack 

of public sector housing and high rents in the private sector.  In Lithuania we spoke to 

women who had been living in institutions for some time and for whom there was little 

short term prospect of having a home of their own because of the cost of housing.  In 

Italy a number of the woman we talked too were residing in an Institution run by the 

Catholic church.  The stigmatising impact of institutional living on the mothers and their 

children was vividly illustrated in a number of accounts.  The lack of autonomy and 

privacy, the feeling of being monitored, sometimes the lack of physical freedom and the 

impact on children and on their educational and social development were all discussed 

at length.  In Lithuania, one woman who had been living in an institution for  2 years had 

been on the municipality waiting list for the past 3 years.  She was concerned that she 

would eventually end up living on the streets with her children.  Another mother of two 

children worked a 48-hour week as a cleaner—her wages were not suffi cient to enable 

her to leave the institution and pay rent.  Another lone parent highlighted the negative 

effects which institutional life had on their son.
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The overwhelming impression from the lone parents in this position was the sheer sense 

of desperation and hopelessness they felt.  In Malta we spoke to a number of women 

who were living with their parents because they could not afford to rent accommodation.  

Where lone parents did live with the extended family this eased the fi nancial burden 

but  it was clear that it brought its own tensions when the needs and wishes of parents 

confl ict with the grandparents.  One woman in Malta said that she felt too old to be living 

with her parents and that she confl icted with them over ideas about child rearing. 

In each of the countries participants cited getting or holding on to housing as a main 

source of concern.     

5.4.7.5 Childcare

Diffi culties relating to childcare were evident across the four countries.  The most 

common form of childcare used by these lone parents was family care.   In some cases 

this was because of atypical working arrangements such as night working or shift 

work.  In Spain one woman worked 2pm-10pm and her child had to be collected from 

the municipal childcare much earlier.  This didn’t suit so her parents agreed to look 

after her children. The comments of another woman highlight the way in which atypical 

working patterns can have implications for children.   She explained that her child was 

hyperactive and needed to be kept in a strict routine.  She had been working in a job 

in which she was required to work evenings and so the child was looked after by his 

grandmother.  This, she felt, was detrimental to the child: 

Everybody knows grandmothers spoil their grandchildren, what I do in a week with my 

son, she can undo in one night.  

Other participants talked of the problem of getting children’s homework done and of not 

wanting to be out of the home when there were teenage children.  

The issue of choice and preference  in relation to childcare was explored.  Reponses 

were varied.  Particularly in Italy, participants felt that ideally it was better for children to 

be looked after by a family member when they were under school age.  There was more 

preference in the other countries for public childcare to be provided. A number of lone 

parents were using informal childcare because of the lack of formal childcare options or 
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because it was too expensive.  In Malta, reference was made to the diffi culties caused 

by the long summer holiday. One woman said she used a summer scheme because it 

would be unfair to the children’s grandparents to ask them to take care of her children all 

day—the scheme cost her half her wages but if she did not work in the summer she 

would lose her job. Reference was made by a number of Spanish participants to the cost 

of extra curricular activities which were seen as addressing the childcare problem but 

which in practice were too expensive for many lone parents.  

Some of our respondents’ comments point to the infl uence which cultural pressures and 

conservative attitudes have on childcare preferences.  In Italy, one woman described 

how her ex-husband did not like her leaving the children with a childminder, even when 

it was their grandmother, believing that children should be looked after by their mother.  

The idea that women with young children should look after them was often given as the 

primary reason for women leaving employment when they had got married.  

5.4.7.6 Stigma

One of the questions we asked lone parents was about whether there was a stigma 

attached to being a lone parent.  Responses were mixed.  A fairly common comment 

across the countries was that as the numbers of lone parents increased the stigma 

reduced.  The view was frequently expressed  that there was a greater stigma attached 

to younger lone parents who had never been married.  However, one of the most 

interesting and poignant accounts of the diffi culties of being a lone parent came from a 

29 year old woman whose husband had been killed in a car accident some years ago.  

She talked of how society and the institutions of society, such as schools, assumed on 

so many levels that families always consisted of two parents and the problems which 

resulted from this. 

As was the case in Northern Ireland, many of the participants felt that they had to 

constantly demonstrate that they were good parents, that the breakdown in the 

relationship had not been their fault and that they were economically independent and 

could give their children exactly what the children in two parent families had.  
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Most of the participants felt strongly that their government had not considered the needs 

of lone parents and that they were not supported through policy.  A common problem 

was the lack of information and advice for lone parents.  Some of the accounts included 

details of repeatedly going to government offi ces to try and fi nd out their rights in terms 

of fi nancial support or child maintenance etc, often either getting no information or being 

given confl icting or inaccurate information.  None of the participants was aware of any 

organisation specifi cally for lone parents.
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5.4.8 Discussion

As in the UK, lone parents are predominantly female and, as Duncan and Edwards 

(2003:6) point out:

The social and economic position of what is conventionally seen as an economically 

vulnerable group indicates the relative position of women as a whole within the state 

welfare regime. 

Lone parents are, as Hobson (1994) argues, the ‘litmus test’ of different welfare regimes.   

Hobson explores the degree to which the state compensates women for their caring 

roles in terms of services (e.g., childcare), care allowances, and access to benefi ts in 

their own right.  She compared a number of countries (i.e., Sweden, UK, Netherlands, 

Germany and USA) and found that in Sweden, i.e., social democratic regime, the 

majority of lone parents work and lone parent poverty is minimal whether in work or 

on benefi ts.  In contrast, in the USA - the archetypical liberal regime that Lewis (1992) 

defi nes as a strong male breadwinner regime - women are not supported by the state 

in the absence of a male breadwinner.   Thus, as Annesley (2003) argues, women are 

forced to take up employment and are not permitted to rely on residual, means-tested 

welfare.

Duncan and Edwards (2003) show how social policies and welfare regimes can constrain 

or enable because they are backed up by state control and the allocation of material 

resources and legal sanction.   Thus in social democratic welfare regimes, responsibility 

for caring for family members is accepted as a social right, public childcare is widely 

available and so it is easier for mothers to combine paid work with caring for their 

children.  This translates into low poverty levels and high female employment rates.  In 

2006, the average female employment rate across Finland, Denmark, Norway, and 

Sweden stood at 70.9% (Eurostat, 2007b).   
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High levels of female employment were also a feature of the regimes of the communist 

era, suggesting a similarity with the social democratic welfare regime.  However, this 

apparent gender equality in the labour market did not translate into equality in care 

responsibilities in the home.  The dual earner model of the former communist countries 

placed a double burden on women.  Thus, as Pascall and Lewis (2003:375) point out:

The experience of gender equality as an imposition of authoritarian governments, 

rather than as an objective of social movements, made communist dual earner regimes 

feel very different from the inside.   

The experiences of the Lithuanian lone parents who took part in this study support 

Deacon’s (2000) assessment that little consideration was given to the social 

consequences of the withdrawal of many of the subsidised social services which helped 

mothers to reconcile unpaid and paid work, albeit in a gender biased manner.  The shift 

in the labour market towards high-skilled and mobile workers (Matysiak & Steinmetz, 

2006), the dramatic change in housing policy (Deacon, 2000), and the reduction in public 

childcare provision made it more diffi cult for women to compete successfully in the new 

labour market—female employment rates fell across central and eastern European (CEE) 

countries after 1989. 

While the gender employment gap increased in central and eastern European countries, 

it is still generally much lower than in many of the old EU 15 member countries.  Matysiak 

and Steinmetz (2006) argue that while women in CEE countries have adopted some of 

the female employment patterns of conservative welfare regimes (e.g., the spread of 

fi xed-term contracts), part-time work has not developed to the same extent.  But, for 

lone parents the withdrawal of subsidised social services can have greater implications, 

as highlighted by respondents in this study and as suggested by the high poverty 

rates among this group.   Almost half of lone parent households in Lithuania are poor 

(European Community Household Panel Survey data for 2005).  If lone mothers are the 

litmus test of gender social rights of women, by implication, the Eastern European regime 

has a long way to go.  
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Similarly, over one third of lone parents in Spain and Italy and approximately one half in 

Malta live in poverty (European Community Household Panel Survey data for 2005).  This 

refl ects limited state funding for childcare for young children; limited fi nancial support for 

families; and limited provisions for reconciling family and employment (Flaquer, 2000).  

The EU Expert Group on Gender, Social Inclusion and Employment (EGGSIE, 2005b) 

notes that childcare coverage rate for children aged 0-3 years is less than 10% in Spain 

and Italy.  This is signifi cantly short of what was agreed at the Barcelona European 

Council. 

 While fi gures are not available for Malta, given the low level of female employment, one 

could assume they are, at best, similar.  The care defi cit in southern European countries 

is exacerbated by the fact that the school hours often do not correspond to standard 

working hours.   Italian schooldays, for example, often end at 12.30 or 13.30 and in any 

case many children go home for lunch (Kröger et al. 2003) and in Malta, school ends at 

three o'clock at the latest.   

In addition, patterns of fl exible working are less developed in southern European 

countries.  Levels of part-time work are, for example, lower in southern Europe than 

in northern Europe: part-time workers comprise 43.8% of total employment in the 

Netherlands, but in Italy and Spain the equivalent fi gures are 8.6% and 8.0%, respectively 

(European Foundation for the Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2005).  

In addition, deeply rooted traditional practices, such as split working times (morning 

and afternoon), in Spain, combined with long working hours and fi xed start and fi nish 

times make it diffi cult to organise work in a fl exible way (European Foundation for the 

Improvement of Living and Working Conditions, 2007).

  

The assumption underlying the care defi cit in southern Europe is that the family (i.e., 

women) will provide care which in turn translates into the traditionally low levels of female 

employment.  However, while still relatively low, female employment in southern Europe 

is increasing.  Over the period 1995 to 2006, the rate of employment for women aged 

55-64 years increased from 17.5% in 1995 to 28.7% in Spain; in Italy it increased from 

13.5% to 21.9% (Eurostat, 2007c).  Available fi gures for Malta start from 2000, at which 

time 8.4% of women aged 55-64 years were employed, by 2006 this had increased to 

11.2% (Eurostat, 2007c).   At EU level, raising the employment levels of women is 
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perceived as a means of increasing competitiveness and offsetting the costs of pensions 

due to population ageing.  The Lisbon and Stockholm European Councils established 

employment targets in general for women and for older workers.  The so-called Open 

Method of coordination allows Member States fl exibility in how they achieve targets set 

for the European Employment Strategy  (EES).  

The increasing proportion of women participating in the labour market points to the 

declining capacity of the family to provide care for its members.  The EU encourages 

Member States to take appropriate measures to support the reconciliation of paid 

and unpaid work (e.g., by providing facilities for the care of children, the elderly and 

dependants, and by devising more fl exible working conditions).  Yet, the experiences of 

respondents who participated in this study point to the existence of very infl exible labour 

markets.  In general, respondents felt employers viewed workers with care responsibilities 

in a poor light.   A recent report in Spain notes that 41.3% of enterprises believe that the 

adoption of any work-family measures may negatively affect competitiveness (see Isusi & 

Corral, 2007).   Similarly, in Malta research found that employers believe that any change 

in working time arrangements to suit the needs of employees, even fl exible working, 

would create problems for fi rms (see EGGSIE, 2005a).  

The impact of a fl exible labour market as a potential tool for the reconciliation of work 

and care responsibilities is not as clear-cut as it may seem.  Part-time work, for example, 

while increasing in popularity as a means of reconciling paid work and care for women,  

has less opportunity for progression and is not usually available in well paid jobs.  

Similarity, fl exible working time does not tackle structural gender inequalities. In Spain 

for example, wage discrimination continues to be a major problem and is linked to job 

segregation – although the rate of wage inequality is high even where men and women 

do the same job (Flaquer, 2000).
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6. Conclusions 
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6. Conclusions 

This research explored, with lone parents, the factors impacting on their decisions to 

return to work.  Their views are examined in the context of UK and Northern Ireland 

government policy.  There is no doubt that the vast majority of lone parents who took 

part in this research want to have paid work.  Some were keen to do so as soon as 

possible, others wanted to wait until children were the age to attend nursery or school.  

However, most faced major challenges in returning to work. Their accounts vividly 

demonstrate that measures to increase the number of lone parents in the paid labour 

market need to take more account of the wider context of their lives, and indeed need 

to acknowledge the confl icting messages given to lone parents about their responsibility 

to be in paid work (as evidenced by welfare to work policies) and their responsibilities 

as parents and carers (as evidenced by education, criminal justice and community care 

policies which place increasing responsibilities on families).

Many of the challenges faced by lone parents in Northern Ireland trying to return to 

employment are structural:  some lack appropriate skills or qualifi cations or recent 

employment experience; the lack of high quality affordable childcare is a major diffi culty;

as is the problem of low pay which means that, for many, work is not a route out of 

poverty.  

The numbers of lone parents in the study who had level 2 qualifi cations prior to their 

most recent training programme was perhaps surprising.  However,  for a number of 

years lone parents have been the focus of efforts designed to increase their participation 

in the labour market through various training programmes.  It is also very possible that 

the higher level of qualifi cation  refl ects the impact of EU Peace and Reconciliation 

funding in Northern Ireland.  Signifi cant amounts were allocated  for education and 

training in communities providing greater accessibility for pre-vocational and certifi cated 

courses and many of the participants in this study had taken part in several community 

based courses.  

This raises questions about the limitations resulting from the restriction of Mainstream 

training provision to NVQ level 2.    The potential for lone parents to achieve earnings 

beyond the minimum wage is limited by this restriction.  This was identifi ed by a 

signifi cant number of lone parents in the study who strongly argued that more support 

should be available to those wishing to access further and higher education.  The 

6. Conclusions 
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Northern Ireland Executive has also acknowledged that workers in Northern Ireland have 

to be highly skilled.  

Lone parents gave examples of being offered a very limited range of training options in 

terms of areas of study/work.  These were also highly gendered, reinforcing the tradition 

of women working in low paid occupational sectors.  Rolfe and Nadeem (2007) in a 

study on careers advice and guidance for the Equal Opportunities Commission in Britain, 

note the importance of labour market information in decision-making. For example, the 

evidence suggests that women would consider a wider range of options if they were 

aware of differences such as pay rates for jobs usually done by women and those usually 

done by men. In March 2007 the Offi ce of the First and Deputy First Minister published a 

report setting out the Northern Ireland response to the Women and Work Commission’s 

report (OFMDFM, 2007).  This report draws attention to the Gender Equality Strategy 

(discussed earlier) as an important context and sets out identifi ed departmental actions 

relating to a number of the Women and Work recommendations.  

However, the extent to which the identifi ed departmental actions and targets address 

the cause of inequalities or pose appropriate remedy is, in a number of respects, 

questionable.  The identifi ed action relating to challenging gender stereotypes in subject 

training and careers education focuses on revision of Section 75 policies in FE colleges 

with no targets set for ensuring the curriculum is free from gender bias or that the teacher 

training curriculum is enhanced in terms of awareness of gender equality.  The strong 

principles set out in the Gender Equality Strategy have the potential to form the basis of 

more comprehensive, detailed and visionary departmental actions.

Lone parents weigh up the fi nancial gain or risk of returning to employment and are 

apprehensive about the impact earnings may have on means tested benefi ts, especially 

Housing Benefi t. These concerns are exacerbated by the complexity of the Tax Credit 

system and problems with its administration.  Additional support for lone parents making 

the transition from benefi ts to work has been shown to have a positive effect.  As part of 

the Pathways to Work pilots lone parents working 16+ hours per week receive a Return 

to Work credit for one year to help  them overcome fi nancial concerns about working.  

In Britain, the scheme is to be introduced nationwide but there are currently no plans to 

extend this initiative in Northern Ireland.
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Lone parents in the study tended to be nervous and distrustful of government 

departments and personnel although was not always based on actual experience.  

There were strongly held perceptions about the ‘real’ objective of government policy- 

which was to fi nd reason to disallow benefi t.   There was predictably less wariness 

of lone parent voluntary sector organisations, partly because they are non statutory 

but also because they are associated with supporting lone parents.   Nervousness or 

distrust before attending work focused interviews was sometimes allayed by a positive 

experience with an  NDLP Adviser who was non-judgemental, supportive, who provided 

accurate information about consequences (fi nancial and other) of commencing training 

or employment and who helped participants work towards appropriate choices for 

them. Such experiences, and those of some NDLP participants in FE colleges discussed 

earlier, highlight the need for advisers and tutors to be well informed about the specifi c 

challenges facing lone parents.

The integrated childcare policy and provision  which is seen to be a central component 

of the welfare to work strategy in England, has not been introduced in Northern Ireland.  

Provision in Northern Ireland lags well behind that in England and statistics compiled 

in 2006  suggest that there are signifi cant variations in the level of childcare provision 

across Northern Ireland, with particularly low rates in the following areas: Derry, Strabane, 

Limavady, Newry, and north and west Belfast (Kenway et al, 2006). This is fundamental 

to lone parents being able to go into paid work.  The Department of Education which has 

now responsibility for early years and childcare policy should take the lead in ensuring 

that comprehensive daycare provision is developed.  Suffi cient resources should be 

allocated to ensure that this provision is of high quality. 

There was much evidence in this research of lone parent families experiencing poverty, 

often severe poverty, due to the lack of an adequate income. There were examples of 

parents regularly doing without food and heat to ensure that children were provided 

for. There was considerable anxiety about higher fuel costs and  the prospect of water 

rates.  While the focus of government policy, both in Britain and in Northern Ireland is to 

tackle poverty through labour market participation this is too limited.  Low pay means 

this is not always the case and there are lone parent families for whom work is not 

currently an option.   Nearly a quarter of those interviewed cited fi nancial diffi culties as a 

source of stress, and many interviewees reported that they had fallen into debt. Several 
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interviewees had debts totalling thousands of pounds.  A major contributing factor to 

debt among lone parents is the inadequacy of benefi ts.  Much research on poverty has 

pointed to the need to link benefi ts levels to average earnings and poverty reduction 

targets can not be met without addressing this issue.      

There are a number of other measures which would help improve the circumstances 

of lone parents.  Many lone parents do not claim the benefi ts to which they are 

entitled, pointing to the need for enhanced advice services and organisations need 

to be resourced to do this work.  The Northern Ireland Executive should also address 

exploitative money lending and look at the provision of low cost credit.

Department of Social Development housing and homelessness statistics show that 

the lack of suitable social housing creates diffi culties for one parent families.  In this 

research fi nding extra money to supplement Housing Benefi t to pay for private rented 

accommodation, out of an already minimal income, resulted in hardship and stress. The 

Executive has acknowledged that Northern Ireland has a housing affordability problem 

and has taken some steps to extend the provision of social housing. This is unlikely to 

be suffi cient to meet the needs of all lone parents, many of whom will have to rely on the 

private rented sector. Accurate information needs to be available on the extent of the 

problem whereby lone parents have to supplement Housing Benefi t in order to pay rent.  

It is important that  lone parents should be represented in policy discussions resulting 

from the Housing Affordability Review and in consultations about changes to Housing 

Benefi t contained in the Welfare Reform Bill.

This Welfare Reform Bill places greater conditionality on lone parents to work.  Yet, 

there is much consensus in research on lone parents and employment that this group 

is highly motivated to work,  suggesting  that this is not required and may be counter-

productive in terms of pushing more families into poverty.  Currently, it appears as 

though this policy will apply in Northern Ireland even though lone parents cannot avail 

of a number of important support measures introduced in other parts of the UK.  This 

includes comprehensive child care, extended school provision and some return to 

work incentives.   We ended each interview by asking lone parents what they would 

want policy makers to do.  In most cases the responses were very similar – to better 

understand their circumstances, to do more in terms of child care, to understand that 

they had to earn enough to support their families and to understand that policies had to  

‘join up’. 
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7. Policy recommendations 
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It is clear that, if the Northern Ireland Executive is to meet its target of reducing child 

poverty by 50% by 2010 and eradicating it by 2020, it must make greater support for 

one parent families, both those in work and those on benefi ts, a key priority. The nature 

and extent of this support must be based upon sound local evidence and take account 

of the distinct challenges facing lone parents in NI.

The Northern Ireland draft anti-poverty strategy ‘Lifetime Opportunities’ published 

in 2006, recognises the vulnerability of lone parents and their children to poverty.  It 

emphasises paid work as the main route out of poverty and re-affi rms that the N.I target 

for lone parent employment is 70% by 2010.  It also states however that:

For all parents, having the choice to work, or not, during the early years is a decision 

which families should be able to make for themselves.  

A number of Promoting Social Inclusion Working Groups have been set up to feed into 

the strategy including one on lone parents.  This involves government departments 

working collectively with external partners to identify and tackle factors contributing to 

the social exclusion of lone parents.   However, to date this remains a draft strategy. 

Poverty and disadvantage

• The Executive should ensure that the anti-poverty strategy will address the poverty 

and social exclusion experienced by lone parent families and implement it as a matter 

of urgency. 

• A major contributing factor to debt among lone parents is the inadequacy of benefi ts.  

Much research on poverty has pointed to the need to link benefi ts levels to average 

earnings and that poverty reduction targets can not be met without addressing this 

issue. The Executive should outline how it will  work to achieve this.     

• Many lone parents do not claim the benefi ts they are entitled to.  Gingerbread 

Northern Ireland, for instance, helps one parent families recoup unclaimed benefi ts 

to which they are entitled generating  thousand of pounds of new income for lone 

parents and their children each year . The organisation also helps lone parents to 

Policy recommendationsPolicy recommendations
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 generate income by providing specialist training and guidance to support them with

 returning to work. The Executive should ensure that these services are suffi ciently 

 resourced to expand this work.  In addition to this the Executive should research and

 promote models of affordable credit to low income families, providing alternatives to

 extortionate lending practices. 

• This research found evidence of lone parents experiencing hardship as a result of 

having to fi nd extra money to supplement Housing Benefi t.  Loss of Housing Benefi t 

was also one of the biggest concerns for lone parents thinking of moving into 

work.  While the Executive has acknowledged that Northern Ireland has a housing 

affordability problem and has taken some steps to extend the provision of social 

housing. This will not be suffi cient to meet the needs of all lone parents, many of 

whom will have to rely on the private rented sector. Accurate information needs to 

be available on the extent of the problem whereby lone parents have to supplement 

Housing Benefi t in order to pay rent.   Lone parents should be represented in policy 

discussions resulting from the Housing Affordability Review and in consultations about 

changes to Housing Benefi t contained in the Welfare Reform Bill.

• Much of lone parents’ vulnerability to ill health can be attributed to poverty and we 

have identifi ed recommendations relating to the adequacy of benefi t and tackling 

low pay. In addition, lone parent support organisations and other parenting support 

initiatives should be adequately resourced to provide appropriate support.  DHSSPS 

should ensure that health professionals are aware of the stresses faced by many lone 

parents and the impact on their physical and mental health. 
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Training and employment 

• Any new initiative, such as Steps to Work, which involves lone parents should address 

the problems inherent in the previous programmes and build on the successes.  

The Executive should consider if the  potential for lone parents to achieve earnings 

beyond the minimum wage is limited by current restrictions limiting opportunities for 

most training to NVQ Level 2.   Provision should be tailored to individual needs and 

aptitudes, as well as taking account of the needs of the local employment market. 

• In light of falling unemployment levels and high levels of economic inactivity, the NI 

Executive should encourage local employers to introduce measures which promote 

work/life balance strategies (including measures such as fl exible working practices) in 

order to attract and retain staff with caring responsibilities such as lone parents. This 

could be done through the promotion of the Exemplar Employer initiative. 

• While Government continues to recognise the right of a parent in a two parent family 

to remain at home to look after their children, this right will no longer apply to lone 

parents because of the conditionality to enter work attached to lone parents claiming 

benefi ts. Despite the fact that many of the government funded employment and 

childcare initiatives introduced in England to support lone parents to go back to work, 

are not available here, lone parents in Northern Ireland are to be subject to the same 

stringent rules about work.

• Low pay is a signifi cant factor contributing towards both poverty among working 

lone parents and  low job retention rates.  Lone parents should receive non gendered 

training and careers advice and be encouraged to take up training and employment 

in non traditional areas.  Advice should include pay rates for jobs usually done by 

women and those usually done by men. To help address low pay the Executive should 

ensure that  women’s  part-time earnings reach, and keep pace with those of full-time 

working women.

• The Northern Ireland Executive should ensure that the Pathways to Work for Lone 

Parents initiative is extended beyond the current pilot phase due to end in March 

2009. In particular, the Return to Work Credit should be maintained both because of 
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the evident effectiveness of the incentive in Britain and in order to retain parity with 

lone parents in the rest of the UK. 

Childcare provision

• Comprehensive daycare provision needs to be developed.  Suffi cient resources should 

be allocated to ensure that this provision is of high quality, geographically accessible 

and is affordable to lone parents. 

• Lone parents have raised the considerable diffi culty created by children being looked 

after in childcare facilities and/or in schools some distances apart.  Priority should be 

given to the establishment of Children’s Centres offering  the full range of integrated 

services and to supporting extended schools provision by 2010 .  

• Because many lone parents have a lack of familiarity with formal childcare they should 

be provided with the opportunity of ‘childcare tasters’ where they are provided with 

high quality information and advice about choosing childcare and whereby they can 

for no, or minimal cost, experience using formal childcare for a period of time.  

Gender equality

• Many of the diffi culties experienced by lone parents in entering paid work relate to 

their gender, including historic labour market inequality in terms of equal pay and 

progression opportunities, occupational segregation on the basis of gender and 

societal attitudes.  The strong principles set out in the Gender Equality Strategy 

have the potential to form the basis of more comprehensive, detailed and visionary 

departmental actions.  The OFMDFM should ensure that Departments produce 

clear action plans to address inequalities impacting on lone parents training and 

employment prospects. 
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8. Case Studies 
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Case Studies

Case study 1

Cheryl is   32 years old and has been a lone parent for 6 years.  She lives in the public 

rented sector with her 4 children aged 12½, 11, 9, and 6 years.  She receives  Income 

Support and Child Benefi t, and does not receive any maintenance from her children’s 

father.  

Cheryl left school aged 17.  She said she has never really had a proper job: she had a 

part-time job one night a week when she was 16 but left it after she became pregnant 

with her fi rst child.    Since then she has worked full-time in the home whilst participating 

in a number of training schemes while her children were in school.

 “I’ve done that many courses I can’t tell you the half of them.  I’ve done women and 

leadership, women and politics – they’re equivalent to GCSE.  I did a GCSE in maths and 

a GCSE in English and I’m doing another maths class at the minute”.

Cheryl said she started her courses when

 “the ‘bru got on to me about getting out to work but I said I would only take a class on 

when the kids are in school.”    

 Cheryl was concerned about being forced into work and anxious about attending work-

focused interviews.  But, found an understanding adviser allayed her concerns.  She said 

the adviser told her she would be better off in work but, after doing a thorough back-to-

work assessment, said she would not be better off in work.    Cheryl was very impressed 

with the advice she receive, pointing out that the adviser “added everything in, she even 

said if I got a job close to home I could run home for lunch and I wouldn’t be out taxi 

fares or bus fares but she said if you were working 9 to 5 and you had to travel into town, 

she said you’re talking £2.50 to £3 a day in bus fares.  The girl was really, really lovely, 

the girl I got was really, really understanding.  She said she had been in the same position 

herself and she knew exactly how I felt.”
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Cheryl plans to continue her training and to enter the labour market when her youngest 

child starts secondary school.  She plans to get another back-to-work assessment 

before taking a job. 

“Yes, defi nitely I would get that done before I took a job.  I would go off and see about a 

job, then bring the information down to the brew and ask them if I was working 17 hours 

what tax credit I would get and if I would I be better off.”
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Case Study 2

Margarita is 38 and has 3 children, aged 4, 7 and 11.  She separated from her husband 

3 years ago after what she descried as a ‘very diffi cult marriage’.  She lives in a house 

which is mortgaged. She is currently not working outside the home and is in receipt 

of Income Support and because her youngest son has autism she has income from 

Disability Living Allowance and Carer’s Allowance.  

Margarita has a degree in Nursing and a degree in Psychology.  Before her marriage 

ended she was employed full-time and she and her husband shared responsibility for 

looking after the children.  Her children were very traumatised by the separation and at 

this point Margarita felt she had no choice but to leave her job as she felt that she had 

to be with them.  Her youngest child in particular had just been diagnosed as autistic 

and required considerable attention.  She herself felt stressed and unable to cope with 

looking after the children on her own and a job.  

After being used to full time work she found it diffi cult to adjust to being in the home 

all day and took on some voluntary work.  She also began to look for some training 

courses to do.  She feels her problem was that  because she could only work when 

the children were in school it was impossible to fi nd a job that would provide her with 

suffi cient income to live on.  Her problems were exacerbated by the fact that she had no 

family to help with childcare or to rely on if the children were sick or had to be at home 

unexpectedly. 

She was very keen to return to work and despite the fact that she was well qualifi ed  

she felt that more training might help her fi nd a job she could make a living from part-

time.  Margarita took an NVQ Level 3 in childcare, a counselling course and a number 

of community based non accredited courses.   Childcare continues to be a very major 

barrier to her returning to work, particularly because her son has special needs. 
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Case Study 3

Frances, a lone parent who became homeless as a result of her marriage break up 

believes that had she received appropriate support earlier her health would not have 

deteriorated to such an extent.

Frances is 27 and has 3 children aged 5,3 and 1.  She became a lone parent shortly 

after the birth of her youngest child.  She left school at 18 and has 8 GCSEs.  She went 

to FE College where she gained a number of NVQs.  She worked until she became a 

lone parent, usually in managerial roles.  Frances became homeless as a result of her 

marriage break up.  The stress this caused resulted in her own health deteriorating and 

she was prescribed anti-depressants.  

She feels strongly that her homelessness and the lack of support contributed to her 

inability to work.  She had never contemplated being unemployed.  She believes if she 

had been re-housed sooner she would have been able to stay in work.  She found that 

she missed a lot of things about work – the income, meeting people, and the feeling 

of doing something with her life.  She contacted the Social Security Offi ce to ask what 

training was available for lone parents and was told about NDLP.  Her training options 

were limited by the fact that she had to fi t it around the needs of her children and the 

childcare provision which she could arrange.  She recalled how diffi cult this was as 

one child was in crèche, one was at playschool at one at school – so they all had to be 

collected from different places at different times.  

Frances was looking forward to going back to work and felt that it was good to be 

getting the relevant qualifi cations now and then she would be ready to get a job as soon 

as all the children were in school.  
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