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The Facts
about single parents.

Single parent families are an ordinary part of family life
•	Nearly a quarter (23 per cent) of households with dependent children are single parent families.1

•	 There are 3 million children living in a single parent household (24 per cent of all dependent children).2

•	 There are 1.9 million single parents.3

•	 These figures mean that nearly everyone will have at least one friend bringing up children alone,
	 or will know someone who was brought up by a single parent. 

The proportion of single parent families has increased since the 1970s,
but it hasn’t changed much in the last ten years 
•	 In 1971 just 8 per cent of families with children were single parent families.

•	 In 1998 24 per cent of families with children were single parent families.

•	 In 2007 23 per cent of families with children were single parent families.4

Very few single parents are ‘unmarried teenagers’
•	Only 13 per cent of single parents are aged under 25.5

•	 The median age for a single parent is 36.6

•	 The majority of single parents had their children within marriage –
	 55 per cent are separated from marriage, divorced or widowed.7

Single parent families are more likely to be affected by poverty
•	Over half (52 per cent) of children in single parent families are poor, compared to 25 per cent of children                

in couple families.8

•	An even higher proportion of single parent families (57 per cent) spend below the Minimum Income Standard –      
a baseline to determine the amount that a household needs to live on to achieve an acceptable standard of living.9

•	Poverty has a real impact on children and their chances in life. It is strongly related to educational achievement 
and exclusion, to health, to children’s life chances as adults, and to the happiness and mental health of all             
family members.10

•	Paid work is not a guaranteed route out of poverty for single parents; the poverty rate for single parent families 
where the parent works part-time is 32 per cent, and 22 per cent where the parent works full-time.11

Single parents work
•	 The latest employment figures show that 56.7 per cent of single parents are in work.12 

•	 The employment rate for single parents varies depending on the age of their youngest child. Once children
	 are 12 or over, single parents’ employment rate is similar to, or higher than, the employment rate for mothers
	 in couples (71 per cent of single parents whose child is 12-15 are in work).13

•	Where single parents are not working, this is often because there are health issues that make work difficult:
	 36 per cent of unemployed lone parents have a disability or longstanding illness and 30 per cent have a child
	 with a disability.14

Single parents earn less
•	Single parents’ mean hourly wage is £9.71 per hour, compared with £11.19 for couple mothers.15  

•	 The median weekly income for working single parent families is £404.52, compared with £618.44 for couple 
families with one worker.16
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Other useful information
•	Single parents are more likely to have experienced domestic violence than other groups
	 (15 per cent, compared with 4 per cent of other women).17

•	Single parent families are more likely to live in poor housing – 26 per cent live in ‘non-decent’ homes.18

•	Single parents are predominantly women, although eight per cent of single parents are fathers.19 

	 Single fathers are more likely to be widowed than single mothers (12 per cent of single fathers are widowed, 
compared with 5 per cent of single mothers), and their children tend to be older.20

•	Ninety per cent of single parents are White, 5 per cent are Black, 2 per cent are Asian and 3 per cent
	 fall into other categories.21

•	Single parents have much higher rates of depression than other groups; 42 per cent have been treated for 
depression or diagnosed with depression at some time, compared with 27 per cent of mothers in couples.22

These are the most up-to-date figures at the time of printing (February 2010).
Gingerbread’s research department can check facts for journalists – please contact our press office with requests.
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