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Introduction

Families in the twenty-fi rst century come in a range of shapes and sizes. Gingerbread is the 
charity working with single parents; a family type that grew between the 1970s and 1990s,
and has stabilised at around one in four families since. 

We’ve been working with single parents since 1918 when we were founded as the National 
Council for the Unmarried Mother and her Child. Then as now, our key aim has been to ensure 
that children who grow up with single parents can thrive. 

Making family policy work for children means making it work for the diverse range of families in 
Britain today. We know that children in single parent families will generally have lived previously 
in two parent families, and many will go on to live in step-families. Some live with mothers, 
some live with fathers. Some may live with their grandparents, some may be adopted, some 
may be disabled or have a disabled parent, and some may have same-sex parents. 

This paper suggests a set of principles for making policy that works for families, but we want 
decisions on family policy to be based not just on these principles but on the best quality 
evidence available about what helps children do well. We set out here what we think the 
policies are that follow from these principles, with a particular focus on those for single parents. 
We will be asking politicians and policy makers to sign up to these principles to ensure that we 
take the needs of all families into account. 

Our principles for family policy are:

• Families in Britain come in all shapes and sizes. We should 
acknowledge and value family diversity.

• Family policy should aim to ensure that all children can thrive.

• The interests of children should come fi rst.

• Families should be treated equally and fairly.

• Family work inside and outside the home, paid and unpaid
 should be recognised.

Each of the following chapters talks about one of these principles, sets out the background 
and evidence in this area, and makes recommendations for what it would mean to apply this 
principle to policy.

Throughout the report we have used the voices of single parents to demonstrate the diversity 
of families in Britain today. The quotes used were answers by our members to the question 
‘How do you differ from the single parent stereotype?’ They show that there is no such thing as 
a ‘typical single parent’ and the range of issues, challenges and successes that single parent 
families experience.
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Chapter 1
Families in Britain come in
all shapes and sizes; we should 
acknowledge and value their 
diversity

What does this mean?
Different family forms have always existed, as the formation of the National Council for the 
Unmarried Mother and her Child in 1918 recognised. Then, we were campaigning for better 
health for the children of unmarried mothers, and alternatives to the workhouse. Today in the 
UK, one in four families are headed by a single parent, and many other families are headed 
by step parents, co-habiting parents, non-parental carers and other non-traditional families. 
Gingerbread believes that the diversity of family life should be acknowledged and valued. 

What’s the background?
In the UK, one in four families are now headed by a single parent, and single parents are 
bringing up over 3 million children. 

Single parenthood as a family type increased rapidly during the late 1970s and 1980s, but 
since then has stabilised, with a less than one per cent increase in the proportion of households 
headed by a single parent in the last ten years. 

HOUSEHOLDS HEADED BY COUPLES AND SINGLE PARENTS
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" I was married for 17 years and had my children in a stable relationship.
It was only when my husband became violent that I became single."
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This trend for a larger proportion of families to be brought up by one parent living alone is 
not unique to Britain, but happened across the OECD, with the highest proportion of families 
headed by a single parent in the United States. 

PROPORTION OF CHILDREN AGED 0 -14 LIVING IN A SOLE PARENT FAMILY
IN OECD COUNTRIES AROUND THE YEAR 2000

We don’t have a clear accepted version of the reasons for an increase in single parenthood. 
Factors often cited include changes in divorce law which have made divorce easier, a decline in 
religion, the increase in cohabitation, which can be a less stable form of partnership,1 the rise of 
working women,2 and an emphasis on individualism and personal fulfi lment.3 
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1  Haskey, J. (1999), 
‘Cohabitational and marital 
histories of adults in Great 

Britain’, Population
Trends 96, ONS

2  Layard, R. and Dunn, J. 
(2009), A Good Childhood, 

Penguin

3  Ibid

" Everyone’s situation is unique; no two single parents are the same.
I am in a low-paid job at the moment but will start a course later this year 

in order to get a better-paid job next year."
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We do know however that most single parents did not expect to be bringing up their child 
alone. Half of single parents are either separated or divorced from marriage and nearly 5 per 
cent are widows. The majority of those who were not married were also living together and only 
around 7 per cent of births are registered only to the mother.4

The reasons why people do end up parenting alone vary widely. Some decide to separate 
because a relationship is not working, a decision few take lightly. Some single parents have 
faced additional pressures. The British Crime Survey found that nearly 15 per cent of single 
parents had experienced domestic violence from a former partner, and that single parents were 
over three times more likely to have experienced domestic violence than women in other types 
of household.5  A signifi cant number of single parent families include at least one child with a 
disability (25 per cent compared to 20 per cent of couple families 6 ), refl ecting the additional 
strain on relationships that having a disabled child can bring. 

Disproportionate attention is paid to teenage parenthood as a route into parenting alone, 
painting an inaccurate picture of who single parents are. The median age for a single mother is 
36, with less than one-quarter (24 per cent) of single mothers aged under 30 and just 13 per 
cent under 25. Only 2 per cent of single mothers are teenage mums (aged under 20).7  Levels 
of teenage pregnancy have fallen in the last ten years. Since 1998, there has been a 10.7 per 
cent reduction in under-18 conceptions and a 23.3 per cent decline in teenage births. In 2007, 
41.7 per 1,000 girls aged under 18 conceived, with just over half of these conceptions leading 
to an abortion.8  The birth rate to women under 20 was at its highest in the early 1970s, when it 
stood at more than 50 births per 1,000 women.9

Misperceptions also abound about the factors linked to teenage pregnancy. The majority of 
teenage pregnancies are unplanned and there is no evidence that access to housing and 
benefi ts acts as an incentive to become pregnant.10  Teenage parents have no automatic 
entitlement to housing, and must prove they are homeless before being considered for 
housing support. Parents aged 16-17 cannot legally hold a tenancy and therefore will normally 
be placed in supported accommodation. Factors that are linked with teenage pregnancy 
include living in an area of high unemployment, and having a low family income at age 16,11  
disengagement from school, living in care, engaging in ‘risky’ behaviours such as alcohol or 
substance misuse,12 poor contraceptive use and low self esteem.13  Successful strategies to 
tackle teenage pregnancy have targeted these factors, not sought to stigmatise young parents. 

ROUTES INTO SINGLE PARENTHOOD
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Source:
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Labour Force Survey data, 
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4  Graham, J., Creegan, G., 
Barnard, M., Mowlam, A. 

and McKay, S. (2007),
Sole and joint birth 

registration: Exploring the 
circumstances, choices and 

motivations of unmarried 
parents, DWP Research 

Report No. 463

5  Walby, S. and Allen, J. 
(2004), Domestic violence, 

assault and stalking: 
fi ndings from the British 

Crime Survey, Home Offi ce 
Research Study No. 276

6  Conolly, A. and Kerr, J., 
Families with children in 

Britain: fi ndings from the 
2006 Families and Children 

Study (FACS), DWP 
Research Report No. 486

7  Derived from Families 
and Children Study data 

for 2005

8  DCSF (2009),
Teenage Conception 
Statistics for England, 

1998-2007 available at: 
http://www.dcsf.gov.

uk/everychildmatters/
resources-and-practice/

IG00200/ 

9  Offi ce for National 
Statistics (2006), Population 

Trends 126, Table 3.1

10  DfES (2006),
Teenage pregnancy, 

accelerating the strategy 
to 2010 and YWCA 

Teenage pregnancy and 
young mum’s fact fi le 

available at: http://www.
ywca.org.uk/downloads/

resources/infosheets/
youngmumsinfosheet.pdf

11  Teenage pregnancy 
research briefi ng (2004), 

Long term consequences 
of teenage births 

for Parents and their 
Children available at: 
http://www.dcsf.gov.

uk/everychildmatters/
resources-and-practice/

RS00034/ 

12  DfES (2006),
Teenage pregnancy, 

accelerating the strategy 
to 2010

13  YWCA Understanding 
teenage pregnancy in 

England and Wales 
available at http://www.

ywca.org.uk/downloads/
resources/policy/

toomuchtooyoung.pdf 

" I am not a single parent by choice. When my children’s father left four 
years ago I was in a very good job. I gave that job up so I was available 

for my kids. I replaced that work with self-employment ..."
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Following separation, the quality and nature of single parents’ relationships with their child’s 
other parent varies considerably. Gingerbread’s research into contact following separation 
found a wide range of models for how often children were seeing their non-resident parent. 
Approximately 12 per cent of respondents reported shared care, and most children, 71 per cent 
(according to the resident parent), had direct contact. However, 29 per cent of children have no 
contact and for two-thirds of these children, no contact has taken place since the separation of 
their parents.14

The diversity of single parenthood extends into their ethnicity, and to their family size, although 
single parents tend to have smaller families than couple parents (with an average of 1.6 children 
compared to 1.8).15

SINGLE PARENTS’ ETHNICITY 

Ethnic
background 

Percentage of all
single parents 

White 87.1

Black or Black British 6.8 

Asian or Asian British 3.3

Mixed 1.2

Chinese 0.2

Other 1.4 

When the National Council for the Unmarried Mother and her Child was founded in 1918, one 
of its prime aims was to campaign against the Bastardy acts, which discriminated against 
‘illegitimate’ children. Legislation and public opinion has come a long way since then and 
evidence suggests that most people now accept the diversity of family life. Recent work by the 
polling organisation MORI for Policy Exchange found that: 

“Public attitudes towards the family have changed to refl ect the changes in society. 
Different forms of family are increasingly accepted as equivalent to the traditional family 
...The public have a strong sense that there are many different kinds of families these 
days, and that the term ‘family’ no longer fi ts with traditional perceptions of a married 
couple with children”.16 

Yet despite changing public attitudes, single parents tell us that they still feel stereotyped and 
stigmatised. When we surveyed over 800 of Gingerbread’s members in December 2008, 89 per 
cent of them told us that they felt that the media presented single parents in a negative light,17 
portraying them as ‘scroungers’, ‘bad mothers’, or a combination of the two. Single parents’ 
perceptions that they are stereotyped are backed up by research. Populus polled a random 
sample of 1,050 adults in spring 2008 and found that members of the public signifi cantly over-
estimated the proportion of single parents who are teenage, never married or out of work.

Source:
Offi ce for National Statistics, 

Labour Force Survey data, 
Spring 2006

14  Joan Hunt and Vicki 
Peacey (2009) I’m not 

saying it was easy: contact 
problems in separated 

families Gingerbread

15  Offi ce for National 
Statistics, Labour Force 

Survey 2006

16  Jenkins, S., Pereira, 
I. and Evans, N. (2009), 
Families in Britain: The 

impact of changing family 
structures and what the 

public think, IPSOS MORI/
Policy Exchange 

17  Gingerbread (2009), 
Standing up for single 

parents against poverty and 
prejudice available at www.

gingerbread.org.uk

" Most people, myself included, are not single parents through choice.
If your children’s dad doesn’t want to help raise his kids

what choice have you got? "
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On average members of the public estimated the proportion of single parents who are 
teenagers as 15 times higher than the actual fi gure. Fifty-fi ve per cent of single parents have 
been married; when the public were asked to guess the average answer was 39 per cent. Fifty-
seven per cent of single parents are in paid employment; when the public were asked to guess 
the average answer was 41 per cent.18  

These damaging and inaccurate stereotypes erode single parents’ confi dence and self esteem 
and that of their children, as well as forming a poor basis for policy making. 

What does this mean for policy?
Policy makers and politicians must recognise that families in Britain are diverse, and that 
diversity exists within as well as between family types. This means:

• Family policy must consider the needs of single parent families.
 Single parenthood is now a fact of life in Britain and across the OECD. Policy makers must 

recognise that around a quarter of children are growing up in single parent families, a 
proportion that has remained the same for around 20 years. Most single parents did not 
expect to be bringing up children alone, and no two parents are doing so for exactly the 
same reasons. Policy needs to avoid ‘one size fi ts all’ approaches that work for only one 
type of family.

• Don’t stigmatise families.
 Policy makers should commit not to use language that stigmatises or stereotypes particular 

family types. Many families are already under pressure to fi nd or keep a job, to cope 
fi nancially and to have quality time with their children. A feeling that policy makers do not 
understand their concerns, or that society sees them as ‘bad’ parents can knock single 
parents’ confi dence and self esteem, create feelings of exclusion and may prevent them 
from accessing services. While Gingerbread’s concern is with single parent families, the 
same principle applies to other ‘non-traditional families’ such as step-families or those 
headed by a grandparent. 

18  Populus poll conducted 
for One Parent 

Families|Gingerbread, 
March 2008

" I am educated to MA level. I am in my 40s and I run my own business 
but it’s tough. I would love the security of a job with fl exible

working which allowed me to see my children ..."
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Chapter 2
Family policy should aim
to ensure that all children
can thrive

What does this mean?
The main reason people care about family policy is because the type of family environment that 
children grow up in has a signifi cant infl uence on how they get on later in life, as well as how 
much they can enjoy their childhood. Policy should therefore focus on the aspects of family life 
where there is strong evidence of an impact on children’s outcomes, rather than on promoting 
one type of family. 

What’s the background?
Recent debates about family policy have focused on which type of family is best for
children to grow up in, with a particular focus on single parent families.19  Most children
brought up by a single parent grow up to do well and we increasingly know that the factors
that matter to how children get on are far more complex than family type. Good parenting, good 
quality relationships and an absence of poverty are more important to families than whether two 
parents live together or not,20 and most single parents aspire to provide their children 
with these. 

Discussions about the impact on children of growing up with one parent often look at 
associations between single parenthood and poorer outcomes for children. Studies have shown 
that the children of separated parents have a greater risk of experiencing behavioural problems, 
performing less well in school, leaving school early, becoming a young parent, and having 
higher levels of depression, alcohol and drug misuse.21

However, the research does not show that these outcomes are caused by single parenthood, 
and recent studies show that no simple link can be made between growing up with a single 
parent and the risk of a child doing badly. A major review of the evidence for the OECD 
published in Summer 2009 concluded that “the more sophisticated [research] methodologies 
typically give a null or lower effect on the child outcomes of being brought up by a single 
parent” and that “If there is a causal effect on child well-being of being brought up in a single-
parent family, it is likely to be small.” 22

It is also increasingly clear that the proportion of families headed by a single parent can’t be 
used to explain differences between countries or between different time periods in how children 
get on. A study looking at the well-being of children across different countries using data from 
2006 found that levels of well-being were not linked to levels of single parenthood within a 
particular country.23  A review of literature looking at behavioural problems amongst children in 
the UK over time found that these types of problems had risen amongst all family types and 

19  See, for example,
Centre for Social Justice 

(2007), Breakdown Britain 

20  Ann Mooney, Chris 
Oliver and Marjorie Smith 
(2009), Impact of Family 

Breakdown on Children’s 
Well-being Evidence 

Review Research Report 
DCSF-RR113

22  OECD (2009),
Doing better for children, 
available at http://www.

oecd.org/document/12/
0,3343,en_2649

_34819_43545036
_1_1_1_1,00.html 

23  CPAG (2009), Child 
wellbeing and child poverty: 
Where the UK stands in the 

European table,
available at http://www.

cpag.org.uk/info/ChildW
ellbeingandChildPoverty.

pdf This briefi ng is based 
on Bradshaw, J. and 

Richardson, D. (2009), ‘An 
index of child wellbeing in 
Europe’, Child Indicators 

Research

21  Rodgers B and Pryor 
J (1998) Divorce and 

separation: the
outcomes for children 

Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation

" I’m a single father who’s trying his best with what little money
I do have. I work full time supporting my disabled child."
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could not be associated with an increase in the number of single parent families.24  Therefore, 
suggestions that a decrease in the number of single parents would lead to an increase in well-
being for children 25 are not supported by the evidence. 

What does then make a difference to families? The evidence increasingly suggests that what 
matters for children is what goes on inside a family, not what shape that family takes. As a 
recent research paper prepared for the Department for Children Schools and Families states:
“It is clear from the evidence that how the family functions, rather than family type, is more 
relevant to understanding the impacts associated with family breakdown.” 26 

Many people assume that children in single parent families may suffer from a simple lack 
of parents; aren’t two parents better than one? It’s worth noting that the research we have 
suggests that this is not the case, and that ‘parental absence’ is not a major factor in explaining 
how children get on. Children brought up by a widowed parent generally do not have poorer 
outcomes than those in other families,27 whereas those brought up in step-families experience 
very similar outcomes to those brought up with a single parent.28 

Instead, the research suggests that there may be (at least) three main factors linked to single 
parenthood that explain the poorer outcomes for some children who grow up with one parent. 
These are confl ict, poverty and mental health. We know quite a lot about how confl ict and 
poverty impact on children, and we discuss this below. We know less about mental health, but 
this seems to be an increasingly important factor in explaining outcomes for children. Some 
research suggests that the mental health of mothers can be one of the most important factors 
in determining how children get on, fi nding that: “the mental health status of the mother is more 
predictive of child outcomes than family structure.” 29  Gingerbread will be beginning a research 
project on single parents and mental health in 2010. 

Confl ict
Experiencing parental confl ict is bad for children. Seeing their parents argue, whether this is 
before, during or after separation is stressful for children, who, research studies have shown, may 
become anxious, aggressive or withdrawn.30  This can have long-term consequences, whether 
parents stay together or separate.31  Recent research from Cornell University found that outcomes 
for children in high confl ict families where parents stay together are no better overall than those 
for children in single parent families. The researchers conclude that: “marriage is not a blanket 
prescription for the well-being of children, any more than it is for the well-being of adults.” 32  

Of course, the best outcome is that families are helped to avoid reaching a stage where confl ict 
is affecting children but for children in high confl ict families the best outcome can be that their 
parents separate, if this reduces the confl ict between them.33

There is such a thing as a ‘good separation’ and research suggests that children whose parents 
separate amicably do better.34  The Kids in the Middle campaign, of which Gingerbread is a 
founder member, has therefore been calling for more support for parents going through separation 
to help them avoid confl ict and more resources to help children in this situation to cope. 
 
After families have separated, good quality contact with the parent not living with the child is 
good for children, and can help to protect them against problems.35  However, it is important to 
note that it is not the quantity of contact that a child has with their non-resident parent that is 

24  Interestingly, the 
paper also found that 

parenting had generally 
improved over time. 

Nuffi eld Foundation (2009), 
Changing Adolescence 

Programme briefi ng paper: 
Time Trends in Parenting 
and Outcomes for Young 

People Nuffi eld Foundation, 
available at http://www.
nuffi eldfoundation.org/

fi leLibrary/pdf/Nuffi eld_CAP_
web_fi nal.pdf

25  See, for example,
Centre for Social Justice 

(2007), Breakdown Britain 

26  Mooney, A., Oliver, C. 
and Smith, M. (2009), 

Impact of Family 
Breakdown on Children’s 

Well-being Evidence 
Review, Research Report 

DCSF-RR113

27  Rodgers, B. and Pryor, 
J. (1998), Divorce and 

separation: the outcomes 
for children, Joseph 

Rowntree Foundation; 
Baker, M. et al (2003),
Lone Parenthood and 

Outcomes for Children,
A Review of the Literature 

prepared for the Ministry of 
Social Development

28  Parke, M. (2003),
Are married parents really 
better for children? Clasp 

couples and marriage series 
policy brief No. 3, Center 
for Law and Social Policy, 

available at http://www.
clasp.org/publications/

Marriage_Brief3.pdf

29  Mooney, A., Oliver, C. 
and Smith, M. (2009), 

Impact of Family 
Breakdown on Children’s 

Well-being Evidence 
Review, Research Report 

DCSF-RR113

30  Harold, G.T. and
Murch, M.A. (2005), 

‘Interparental Confl ict and 
Children’s Adaptation to 
Separation and Divorce: 

Theory, Research and 
Implications for Family Law, 

Practice and Policy’
Child and Family Law 

Quarterly 17 (2) 

31  Baker. M et al (2003), 
Lone Parenthood and 

Outcomes for Children:
A Review of the Literature 

prepared for the Ministry of 
Social Development

" I have been trying to get back into full-time work for a year now with no 
luck ... I want to work but my age and the fact that I have been

out of work for a while counts against me."
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important, but the nature and quality of parenting they receive while they are with that parent.36 
It is also vital that contact is safe for both the child and the resident parent.  

Poverty
We know that poverty is bad for children. Extensive research suggests that poverty both 
damages children’s experience of childhood and impacts on their future prospects. Although 
poor outcomes are not inevitable for poor children, according to a recent research report from 
the Joseph Rowntree Foundation, children who grow up in poverty are more likely to experience 
health problems, more likely to leave school early and about six times more likely to leave 
without qualifi cations and more likely to experience unemployment and low-skilled jobs when 
they are adults (even when education is taken into account).37

Over half of children living with a single parent in Britain are currently poor.38  There is no 
automatic link between single parenthood and child poverty: Unicef’s 2007 assessment of child 
well-being found that Sweden, Norway, Finland and Denmark, occupying the four top places 
in terms of material well-being of children, are four of the six countries in this dataset with the 
highest number of children brought up by a single parent.39  Specifi c circumstances and policy 
failures mean that single parents in this country face a particularly high risk of poverty: 

• Single parents continue to receive low rates of child maintenance. In 2007 (the latest 
available fi gures) only 40 per cent of single parents were receiving any maintenance at all. 

• Combining paid work and care for children remains diffi cult due to the high costs of childcare, 
and diffi culty of fi nding part-time work. These factors also contribute to poverty rates amongst 
couple families, particularly those in which a second earner is not able to fi nd employment.

• Gender and unequal pay play a major role in explaining why single parents are poor: nine 
out of single parents are women. Women see an income drop of on average 12 per cent 
following separation, while men see their income increase by 31 per cent.40  The median 
gross weekly pay for male single parents is £346, while for female single parents it is £194.41  

Although economic factors cannot explain all of the differences in outcomes for children 
brought up in single parent families, they clearly play a major role.42  

What does this mean for policy?
What happens in families is more important than what family type they are. This means that 
policy should try to reduce family confl ict and tackle family poverty, rather than trying to reduce 
the number of single parents. 

35  Rodgers, B. and Pryor, 
J. (1998), Divorce and 

separation: the outcomes 
for children, Joseph 

Rowntree Foundation

36  Gilmore, S. (2006), 
‘Contact/Shared Residence 

and Child Well-Being: 
Research Evidence

and its Implications for 
Legal Decision-Making’, 
International Journal of 

Law, Policy and the Family 
20, 344-365 and Hunt, J. 

with Roberts, C. (2004), 
Child Contact with non-
resident parents, Family 

Policy Briefi ng 3, University 
of Oxford Department of 

Social Policy and
Social Work

37  Hirsch D (2008) 
Estimating the costs of 

child poverty Joseph 
Rowntree Foundation

38  We use a widely 
accepted defi nition of 

poverty, that is living in a 
household with below 60 

per cent of median income 
after housing costs (the 

Government usually uses 
a before housing costs 

measure). These fi gures 
come from DWP (2009), 

Households Below Average 
Income – An Analysis of 
the Income Distribution 

1994/95-2007/08, available 
at http://www.dwp.gov.

uk/asd/hbai/hbai2008/pdf_
fi les/full_hbai09.pdf

32  Musick, K. and Meier,
A. (2008), Are two parents 

always better than one? 
Parental confl ict and young 

adult well being, Cornell 
University, available at 

http://repositories.cdlib.
org/cgi/viewcontent.cgi?arti

cle=1371&context=ccpr

33  Baker, M. Pryor, J., Millar, 
J. and Shirley, I. (2003), 
Lone Parenthood and 

Outcomes for Children,
A Review of the Literature 

Prepared for the Ministry of 
Social Development
  Golombok (2000), 

Parenting - What really 
counts? cited in http://
www.cabinetoffi ce.gov.

uk/media/111945/families_
in_britain.pdf

34  Golombok (2000), 
Parenting - What really 
counts? cited in http://
www.cabinetoffi ce.gov.

uk/media/111945/families_
in_britain.pdf

" I am an independent mother, who is intelligent and ambitious. This is not 
always portrayed as single parents are usually seen as uneducated."
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Reducing family confl ict, before, during
and after separation

• Provide access to non-judgemental services to help families
 manage separation.
 We know that how parents separate can have a major impact on outcomes for children. 

In addition to advice on how to minimise confl ict, parents experiencing separation will also 
be seeking advice on child support, benefi t entitlement, and in some cases legal advice, so 
services must be holistic.  

• Services for families in confl ict need to reach beyond the family courts.
 Only 15 per cent of (resident) parents separating used either the courts or legal advice 

to come to a decision about contact arrangements.43  Services aimed at helping families 
manage confl ict and put their children’s interests fi rst need to be available to all, for 
example by making use of Children’s Centres and schools.

• Provide ongoing support to help families manage contact arrangements.
 Recent research from Gingerbread found that around 29 per cent of children in separated 

families were not seeing their non-resident parent and most of these had had no contact 
since their parents separated.  Whilst contact was happening for the remaining 70 per cent 
of children, the majority of their parents – both resident and non-resident parents –

 admitted they had struggled at times with problems which had the potential to affect or 
disrupt contact for the child.44  Parents told us they needed more support and advice to 
help them manage post-separation parenting. Advice can play a crucial role in helping 
parents to see each others’ perspective and focus on their child. 

Tackling poverty 

• Committing to the targets to halve child poverty by 2010 and end it 
by 2020 must be a key part of family policy. 

 Measures to tackle child poverty have some of the greatest potential to improve children’s 
outcomes. Poverty is not just about money, but the stress, stigma and strain that can 
come from living on a low income, in a poor area, or without suffi cient support but money 
makes a lot of difference: while a one-third drop in family income reduces attainment in 
childhood by 6 to 7 per cent, evidence suggests that children’s behaviour, happiness and 
educational attainment all improve as incomes rise.45  A key priority must be to invest more 
in benefi ts and tax credits to reach the poorest families.

• Child maintenance is a key lever for lifting families out of poverty 
and a demonstration of the principle that parenting continues post 
separation. The statutory maintenance system must work.

 In 2007 (the latest available fi gures) only 40 per cent of single parents were receiving any 
maintenance at all, whether through the Child Support Agency or a private arrangement.46 
Only 68 per cent of those who have asked the CSA to assess their case are being 
paid.47  A new system to deliver maintenance – the Child Maintenance and Enforcement 
Commission – has been put in place with parents able to choose whether to use this body 
or make a private arrangement. Making sure that the new body promotes a culture of 
payment and enforces maintenance payments effectively must be a priority. 
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Chapter 3
The interests of children
should come fi rst

What does this mean?
The 1989 Children’s Act, introduced by the last Conservative government, set out the principle 
that ‘the welfare of the child is paramount’. This means that when a court makes decisions that 
impact on a family’s lives, the interest of children should be put fi rst. We think this principle is 
important. 

What’s the background?
Although we know that most parents want to do the best for their children, there are occasions 
on which the interests of parents and children may be in confl ict. Although it may seem obvious 
to many, the Children’s Act set out for the fi rst time clearly the principle that ‘the welfare of the 
child is paramount’. The Act applies across many areas of policy, including child protection, 
but it has been particularly important in the operation of the family courts, implying that where 
decisions are taken in which the interests of parents and children may be opposed, those of the 
child must come fi rst. 

We often think that parents and children share the same interests but unfortunately we cannot 
always assume that parents know what their children want or need. Our research into parental 
contact with children after separation interviewed parents and children in the same families. 
We often found that parents and children’s accounts of their situation were quite different, 
with parents mentioning concerns that were not shared by children, and children talking about 
problems that their parents were not aware of.48  Listening to children must be an important 
aspect of any policies aimed at reducing family confl ict and improving family functioning.

In the context of single parents and family policy, the principle that the welfare of the child
must come fi rst is most often called upon when making decisions in the courts about where 
children whose parents have separated should live, or how much time they should spend with 
each parent. 

Families who access the courts are a small part of the total number of families who separate, 
although how they are treated often dominates the debate about families and the law. Only 15 
per cent of parents living apart in the UK have used either the courts or legal advice to make 
decisions about contact.49  Those families who do go to court are, naturally, those who are 
most in confl ict, and have been unable to resolve their disputes. One study found that when 
parents who were in court were asked to identify which out of 14 potential problems they had 
experienced, the average was seven, with little difference between mothers and fathers.50

This means that decisions taken in the family courts have a high probability of being contentious 
and contested.

48  Peacey, V. and
Hunt, J. (2009),
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in separated families, 
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" There is no stereotypical single parent ... Anyone in a relationship with 
children can become a single parent if that relationship fails."
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While the principle that the welfare of the child should come fi rst may seem uncontroversial, 
other jurisdictions have made decisions to give a high priority to parental rights. In Australia, 
family courts must now apply a presumption that it is in the best interests of the child for the 
child’s parents to share responsibility for parenting (except in cases where domestic abuse or 
family violence is an issue).  Some groups have called for a similar presumption to be
introduced into British law.51

As we discuss above, we know that a good relationship with their non-resident parent is good 
for the child’s outcomes. Putting the welfare of the child fi rst is likely to mean in the vast majority 
of cases, encouraging greater involvement of non-resident parents in their children’s lives, a 
stance that the family courts have promoted actively. While concerns have been raised by 
some fathers’ groups that the courts do not treat contact applications fairly, research published 
by the Ministry of Justice concluded that although there are a few cases where non-resident 
parents had been treated unfairly, “the courts start from the position that contact is generally in 
the interests of the child, they make great efforts to achieve this, and in the most part they are 
successful". 52

Most single parents want their child’s other parent involved in their lives, and want more help 
and support to make that happen but we do not believe that more co-operative parenting 
relationships are likely to be achieved by a legal presumption of shared parenting, or by moving 
away from the principle that the child’s interests must come fi rst.

Evidence from Australia around the operation of the new legislation promoting shared parenting 
already suggests some concerns about the presumption that this is always in the best interests 
of children, fi nding that these arrangements are more confl ictual and more likely to break 
down. Research examining a sample of ‘high confl ict’ families found that four years after an 
arrangement had been made, children in shared-care situations were much more likely to have 
seen a change in their living arrangements (44 per cent of these children had had a change in 
contact arrangements) than those living in a ‘primary parent’ arrangement. Moreover, children 
in shared care arrangements reported high levels of inter-parental confl ict compared to those 
where one parent was the primary carer.53  Of course, this does not suggest that shared or 
equal care arrangements cannot be a positive outcome for many children, particularly those 
in low confl ict families but it does lead to caution over assuming that any one type of contact 
arrangement is in children’s interests, or building into legislation the ‘presumption’ that such 
arrangements would be in the interests of the child.

It is important that any decisions about what is in the best interests of children take domestic 
violence and other safety concerns seriously. We know that witnessing (or experiencing) 
violence has strong negative impacts on children.54  Ensuring that the interests of the child are 
paramount means putting in place strong protections against this possibility. 

Other safety concerns must also be taken seriously when making decisions or arrangements 
about contact. Gingerbread’s research found that even in families where contact was taking 
place with a non-resident parent, 10 per cent of resident parents had serious safety concerns, 
including drug and alcohol abuse, child abuse, and mental illness.55
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" I ... worked very hard to get a good job and promotions to support and 
provide for my daughter, without receiving any (or very little) maintenance 
from my ex-partner ... So, it makes me very angry when single parents are 

perceived as scroungers."
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What does this mean for policy?
Decisions around family policy, and particularly around the law as it relates to children and 
parents, should prioritise the interests of the child. This means:

• Children should have their voices heard in decisions that affect them, whether these are 
taken in or outside of court.

• Normally the involvement of both parents should be encouraged by courts and other
 family services.

• Family courts should make decisions about the best interests of the child on a case by 
case basis; there should be no presumption that one form of contact is in the best interests 
of children.

• Policies aiming to improve relationships between parents and children (or parents and 
parents) must take the risk of violence seriously. This means that, as a start, impact 
assessments for new legislation should include an assessment of the possible impact 
on women and children who have experienced violence. Safety concerns must also be 
addressed and more support is needed for supervised contact centres to allow continuing 
relationships between a parent and child in a safe environment. 

" I am a working single parent and even though I don’t earn huge amounts 
as I currently work four days I pay for childcare and feel that I am adding 

value and contributing to my local community and my local economy."

20



Chapter 4
Families should be treated 
equally and fairly

What does this mean?
We want families to be treated with equal respect, and to feel that they are being treated fairly. 
We also want them to have access to services and support, including fi nancial support, on the 
basis of need. 

What’s the background?
No two families are the same, and no two families have exactly the same needs but fair and 
equal treatment for families means making sure that it is family need that determines what they 
are entitled to, not factors such as where the family lives, or what type of family they are.

This applies across all the main services for families, including health and education. Here we 
focus, however, on three types of family support which engender debate about how best to 
target this: early years support, fi nancial support and the provision of advice.

Support in the early years
Parents now have access to nine months paid maternity leave, with a portion of this shortly to 
be made transferable to fathers. Parents also have access to 15 hours a week of free childcare 
and early education when their children are aged three and four, with pilots currently running to 
expand this to two year olds.

We know that the early years are particularly important for child development 56 and that access 
to high quality pre-school education can give children signifi cant advantages when they start 
school. The Effective Provision of Pre-School Education research project found that pre-school 
provision enhanced overall child development, with particular advantages for disadvantaged 
children.57

Universal access to such services is vital to secure equal and fair treatment for all families, 
and the OECD’s ‘Starting Strong’ report on international experiences of pre-school education 
explicitly recommends universal access to such provision.58  Suffi cient fi nancial support for 
maternity and paternity leave is also vital to ensure that all families have the ability to spend time 
with a new baby. Current debates about the proportion of leave that should be allocated to 
mothers and fathers need to also ensure that the small proportion of babies who are born to a 
single parent receive equal parenting time. 
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" I have no support from my family, so I am isolated (I’m a widow).
Some single parents have support from ex-partners and

families so they aren’t really alone."
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At present, there is a substantial policy gap around support for families when children are aged 
between nine months and two years – before entitlement to free early education is planned to 
begin. Access to time off to look after a child during this period is thus clearly dependent on 
income, rather than family need. One way to begin to address this would be to convert the 
existing 13 weeks of unpaid parental leave that are available to families with children under fi ve 
into leave paid at the rate of maternity and paternity pay. 

Financial support
Financial support for different family types has been one of the most contentious areas of recent 
debate about family policy. Several reports have suggested that there is a ‘couple penalty’ 
which they say penalises parents who live together compared to single parents.59

 
Gingerbread is clear that we do not want to see single parents given ‘special treatment’ or 
additional fi nancial support on the basis of single parenthood. We do want to see fi nancial 
support based primarily on family need. 

At present, the system of fi nancial support for families is complex, and single parents and 
couples are treated differently by different parts of the benefi ts system. It is important to note 
that single parents do not receive ‘more’ than couples, as can be seen in the table on page 23. 

Different parts of the benefi t system make different assumptions about whether couples need 
more fi nancial support than single parents. Out of work benefi ts, that is Income Support or 
Jobseeker’s Allowance, pay a higher amount overall (though lower amount per person) to 
parents living together as a couple than to single parents: £100.95 compared to £64.30. 
Parents living together also get a higher rate of Housing Benefi t and Council Tax Benefi t than 
single parents. Working Tax Credit on the other hand, paid to those who are working for more 
than 16 hours a week, makes no differentiation between single parents and couples with 
children. 

Assessing whether fi nancial support to families is fair depends on whether a family with two 
adults living together have greater expenditure and therefore a greater need for fi nancial support 
to escape poverty. We might imagine that some costs, for example food, will increase when two 
people live together, but many, such as heating, or a TV license, are shared. 

Government currently makes different assumptions about these costs in different contexts. 
When it measures poverty, it assumes that two-parent households need more money than 
single parent households. It uses an ‘equivalence scale’ to work out how much different 
family types need to be above the poverty line.  The current equivalence scale used by the 
Government for the offi cial poverty fi gures (known as the modifi ed OECD scale) suggests that 
single parents have a need for an income that is worth 74 per cent of what a couple family 
requires. The poverty line for a working age couple with two children aged fi ve and 14 is £322 
– that for a single parent with children the same age is £239.60  Using this scale suggests 
that single parents currently receive a rate of out of work benefi ts that is too low in relation to 
couples; Jobseeker’s Allowance and Income Support currently pay a single parent 64 per cent 
of what a couple family receives. It also suggests that the rates of Working Tax Credit, where 
single parents receive 100 per cent of the couple rate, are too high. 
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" I have managed to get a law degree but have been discriminated against 
since becoming a single parent, and fi nd the perceived image

of single parent families to be wholly wrong."
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MAXIMUM LEVELS OF FINANCIAL SUPPORT AVAILABLE
APRIL 2009 – APRIL 2010

Type of fi nancial 
support

Single adult, 
no children 

Single parent 
aged over 18 
with one child 
– maximum 
weekly 
entitlement

Couple both 
aged over 18 
with one child 
– maximum 
weekly 
entitlement

Child Benefi t £ 0 £ 20 £ 20

Income Support
Jobseeker’s Allowance
(the amounts are the same 
– must be working less than 
16 hours a week)

£ 64.30 £ 64.30 £ 100.95

Housing Benefi t £ 64.30 £ 64.30 £ 100.95

Council Tax Benefi t £ 64.30 £ 64.30 £ 100.95

Working Tax Credit –
basic element
(families with children must
be working 16 or more hours 
a week, single adults need to 
work for 30 hours)

£ 36.35 *

* a claimant without 
children must be
over 25 to get 
Working Tax Credit

£ 36.35 £ 36.35 

Working Tax Credit –
single parent or couple 
element

£ 0 £ 35.77 £ 35.77

Working Tax Credit –
30 hour element
(must be working 30 or more 
hours per week)

£ 14.90 £ 14.90 £ 14.90

Working Tax Credit –
help with childcare costs 
(for one child)

£ 0 £ 140 £ 140

Child Tax Credit –
Family Element

£ 0 £ 10.48 £ 10.48

Child Tax Credit –
Child Element

£ 0 £ 42.98 £ 42.98

" My partner left after we had been together for 12 years. I worked very 
hard to reconcile but he was not open to this. My son has the same 

opportunities as other children whose parents live together."
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The equivalence scale is an OECD measure, and the British government uses it to be able 
to more easily compare poverty rates internationally. However, that does not mean that it is 
necessarily a good refl ection of the different needs of single parents and couples in the UK. 
The Joseph Rowntree Foundation therefore set out to produce a new equivalence scale based 
on the real needs of families, as part of a project on minimum incomes. The research used 
discussion groups with the public, informed by expert opinion, to arrive at an acceptable level
of minimum income for different family types. This concluded that a single parent family with 
two children required 80 per cent of the fi nancial support given to a couple family with two 
children to achieve a decent minimum income. Again, this would suggest that rates of out-of-
work benefi ts for single parents are too low, and in-work benefi ts are too high if measured on 
this basis.61   

Other research has suggested that there may be savings from living together which offset 
the additional costs. Research by Richard Berthoud found that “couples report slightly lower 
deprivation scores (on a given income) than single people or lone parents – it might have 
been expected that the extra person might add to a family’s costs, but there appears to be 
some benefi t associated with being a couple that more than compensates for this in terms of 
deprivation.” 62  That is, when assessing how well single parent and two parent families were 
coping on the same  (unequivalised) income, couple parent families were doing better.

Financial support may refl ect policy aims other than tackling hardship. The support for working 
single parents through Working Tax Credit (and its predecessor Working Families Tax Credit) 
has been an extremely effective means of enabling many more single parents to move into
paid employment.63

Gingerbread believes that levels of fi nancial support should be primarily based on need. At 
present there is competing evidence on what levels of need between different family types are, 
and this evidence needs to be assessed carefully. However, rather than debating this evidence, 
much recent discussion has focused on whether the system of fi nancial support should be 
used to encourage people to live together. We think, in line with our fi rst principle, that the 
fi nancial system should not be used to favour one type of family over another. 

Even if policy aimed to do this, it is diffi cult to achieve a situation where the total amount of 
state support received is not reduced when two people cohabit. Although there is no additional 
fi nancial support for single parents than couples, if two people who live on benefi ts decide to 
move in together the total amount of income received from the state will decline. Looking at the 
table above, it is clear that in place of receiving two individual entitlements of £64.30 (and the 
same amount in Housing Benefi t and Council Tax Benefi t), they will receive a couple
entitlement of £100.95. While couple penalties of this type may be reduced, the alternative to 
having any type of ‘couple penalty’ is to individualise benefi t entitlements so that each adult is 
assessed separately. 

This would mean that a couple living together would be entitled to double the amount 
of support as a single person. This may be desirable and would provide greater fi nancial 
independence within families, but it is likely to be expensive. It would mean, for example, that 
the husband of a millionaire with no income of his own would be entitled to the same level of 
state support as an unemployed single man, and would widen eligibility for benefi ts to a far 
greater group than is entitled at present. 
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" I work hard within my house as my daughter is disabled – she cannot go 
to school as she isn’t well enough and so I cannot go out to work

but that doesn’t mean I am lazy or grasping."
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Whatever the intentions of the system of fi nancial support, there is little evidence that people in 
fact make decisions on whether to live together on this basis.  A recent review of international 
evidence found that: “on balance, the reviewed literature shows that there is no consistent and 
robust evidence to support claims that the welfare system has a signifi cant impact upon family 
structure.” 64  Policies to promote one type of family over another using fi nancial incentives 
are therefore likely to be ineffective and costly. Given the need for Government to allocate its 
resources carefully, particularly with current pressure on public fi nances we believe that the best 
basis for doing so is family need and to alleviate poverty, a goal to which there is commitment 
across the political spectrum. 

Advice provision 
Access to advice on fi nancial support, employment law, housing, consumer rights, fi nancial 
advice and other legal issues is not always something that is seen as part of the spectrum 
of ‘public services’. Yet this advice is often vital to enabling families to overcome problems 
and function effectively, and Government currently supports this through a range of channels, 
including the legal help budget, through supporting Citizens Advice Bureaux, and through more 
recent initiatives such as the Parent Know How scheme, providing tailored and independent 
advice to parents. 

Such services, including the Single Parent Helpline run by Gingerbread, can provide advice on 
a range of issues, from family law to debt, child maintenance to housing, and make a signifi cant 
difference to families’ ability to deal with problems and crises. Independent evaluation of the 
helplines funded by the Parent Know How strand of the DCSF for example, found that over 
60 per cent of parents who called the service felt better informed, and there were also gains in 
terms of confi dence and reducing stress.65

It is vital that access to advice is based on need rather than the ability to pay for it or location. 
Such advice is particularly important to single parent families, who face greater advice needs 
than other family types. The Legal Services Commission researched the incidence of ‘civil 
justice’ problems in England and Wales in 2007 across 18 categories, including problems with 
debt, consumer issues, housing, discrimination, welfare benefi ts, and neighbours. They found 
that they were the family type by far most likely to report problems, with 67 per cent of single 
parents reporting a civil justice problem in 2007, compared to an average of 36 per cent of
the population.66

Research by Gingerbread found that 63 per cent of single parents had had to deal with a 
benefi ts problem in the last year, 53 per cent with a problem related to contact and 48 per cent 
with a problem related to debt.67  Around half of these problems had lasted for over a year. The 
research also found that many single parents were struggling to access the advice they needed: 
41 per cent had wanted face-to-face advice and been unable to fi nd it, 32 per cent had not 
been able to fi nd telephone advice, and 12 per cent had not been able to fi nd any advice at all. 
These problems can be cumulative; if one problem such as debt goes unresolved it can lead on 
to other problems, for example with paying rent or council tax.68

The Legal Services Commission research found that the impact of experiencing civil justice 
problems included physical ill health, loss of confi dence and loss of income. Around half of 
respondents to the survey had managed to obtain advice, but those who were least likely to 
resolve an issue, were those who had tried and failed to get advice.69  Given their high incidence 

64  Stafford, B. and
Roberts, S. (2009),

The impact of fi nancial 
incentives in welfare 

systems on family structure, 
DWP Research

Report, No. 569

65  Hall, N., Day, L.
and Scott, L. (2009),

Parent Know How 
Telephone Helplines 

and Innovation Strands 
Evaluation, DCSF Research 

Report RR167

66  Pleasance, P., Balmer, N., 
Tam, T., Buck, A., Smith, 
M. and Patel, A. (2008), 

Civil Justice in England and 
Wales, Report of the 2007 

English and Welsh Civil and 
Social Justice Survey, Legal 

Services Commission

67  Moorhead, R., Sefton, 
M. and Douglas, G. (2004), 

The advice needs of lone 
parents, National Council 

for One Parent Families 
(now Gingerbread)

68  Pleasence, P., Balmer, 
N. and Buck, A. (2006), 

Causes of Action: Civil Law 
and Social Justice,

Legal Services
Research Commission

69  Pleasance, P., Balmer, N., 
Tam, T., Buck, A., Smith, 
M. and Patel, A. (2008), 

Civil Justice in England and 
Wales, Report of the 2007 

English and Welsh Civil and 
Social Justice Survey, Legal 

Services Commission

" I am a single mum and although I am currently on benefi ts my baby is 
only 9 months old. Childcare where I live costs more per hour

than the minimum wage."
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of problems, lack of advice is likely to have a disproportionate impact on single parent families. 
When considering funding such services, Government must take account of their impact on the 
most vulnerable.  

What does this mean for policy?
We want families to be treated equally and fairly across services and fi nancial support. This 
means ensuring that all families have access to services that meet their needs. In the three 
areas of early years support, fi nancial support, and advice provision that we have focused
on this means:

• Provide early years support on a universal basis.
 Research suggests that the best way to ensure that all children benefi t from early years 

support is to provide it on a universal basis. Early years support now needs to extend to 
families with children aged between one and two. One step towards this would be to pay 
the existing 13 weeks of unpaid parental leave at the rate of maternity pay.

• Provide fi nancial support based on need.
 Financial support to families should be based on their individual needs. At present, there 

is dispute about whether two parents living together need more fi nancial support than 
a single parent to lift them out of poverty. Any decisions about benefi t levels for different 
family types need to be based on clear evidence about differential need.

• Access to independent advice for parents can help resolve problems 
and crises, and prevent them from escalating.

 All types of families may at times need access to advice, but it is particularly important to 
single parents. 

" I believe my family is whole, healthy and positive and my children value 
themselves and do well in school because I broke free

of a destructive relationship."
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Chapter 5
Family work inside and outside 
the home, paid and unpaid, 
should be recognised

What does this mean?
Most families are working outside the home on a paid basis, as well as caring for their own 
children, and sometimes for other relatives too. At present, the care work that families do inside 
the home receives insuffi cient recognition. Single parents tell us that they feel criticised as bad 
parents if they go out to work and criticised as bad citizens if they do not. We need to recognise 
both paid and unpaid work, and make it easier for families to combine the two. 

What’s the background?
Much policy directed towards single parents in the last ten years has aimed at increasing their 
employment rate, with the Government setting a target to have 70 per cent of single parents in 
work by 2010. Moving from a voluntary, (and highly successful) approach with the introduction 
of the New Deal for Lone Parents in 1998, Government has recently attached increasingly strict 
work search conditions to the receipt of out-of-work benefi ts. From 2010, all single parents 
with a youngest child aged seven or over will have to claim Jobseeker’s Allowance and ‘actively 
seek work’ if they wish to receive fi nancial support. The Welfare Reform Bill, which gained royal 
assent in November 2009, also allows Government to pilot asking single parents with children 
aged between three and seven to take part in ‘work related activity’. These provisions can also 
be applied to ‘partners’ in couple families where both parents are out of work, meaning that 
both parents will need to be either looking or preparing for work. 

Many more families do now combine paid work with caring for children and this is particularly 
true for single parents. Between 1994 and 2004 the proportion of families where two 
(cohabiting) parents worked rose by eight percentage points to 68 per cent, and since 1997 the 
proportion of single parents in employment rose, faster than any other comparable group, by 12 
percentage points to 54 per cent in 2004. It now stands at 57 per cent.70

Paid work represents one of the most secure routes out of poverty for parents, although it is not 
a certain one (see table below). Nine out of ten single parents say that they would prefer to be 
in paid work than not, although not necessarily immediately, and parents who have chosen to 
take part in paid work cite improved confi dence and self esteem as benefi ts of employment.71   
Gingerbread’s recent qualitative research with non-working parents of children aged twelve and 
over, found that these parents could see many positive benefi ts in having a paid job, but also 
faced complex issues which meant achieving this could be diffi cult. These included children 
experiencing problems at school, children with conditions such as Aspeger’s or ADHD, and 
children with additional support needs due to previous experience of domestic violence.72 

70  Figures commissioned 
by Gingerbread from the 

Labour Force Survey,
Q2 2009

71  Peacey, V. (2007), 
London lone parents’ 
choices around work

and care, London Child 
Poverty Commission

72  Peacey, V. (2009), 
Signing on and stepping 

up? Single parents’ 
experience of welfare 
reform, Gingerbread

" There are some good married parents, some bad;
it’s the same with single parents."
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CHILDREN’S POVERTY RATES BY WORKING STATUS OF PARENT(S)

Parental
working status

Children’s
poverty rate (%)

Single parent working full time 16

Single parent working part time 33

Single parent not in paid work 77

Couple parents self employed 23

Couple parents both working full time 4

Couple parents,
one in full-time work, one in part time work

6

Couple parents,
one in full-time work, one not working

30

Couple parents, one or more in part-time work 54

Couple parents, neither working 77

All families face dilemmas in balancing paid work with caring for children. Single parents tell us 
that these issues are particularly acute for them, partly because they are parenting alone, but 
also because popular stereotypes often paint single parents either as ‘scroungers’ who are 
unwilling to work, or ‘bad parents’ whose paid work means that they are unable to properly 
supervise their children. Parents tell us that they want jobs that allow them to spend quality time 
with their children, and fulfi l their parenting role.73  Signifi cant barriers remain to achieving this, 
and we discuss these below. 

Work doesn’t always pay
Having a paid job clearly reduces the risk of poverty for both couple and single parent families. 
But it does not guarantee an escape from low income. As the table above shows, a third of 
single parents working part time still face poverty, as do nearly the same proportion of couple 
families where one parent works full time and one part time. 

Substantial steps have been taken to reduce the risk of poverty for working single parents, 
including Working Tax Credit and the temporary In Work Credit. However, the cost of childcare, 
travel costs, the additional costs of meals at work, and the loss of benefi ts received when out 
of employment, including free school meals and Housing Benefi t, means that the gains from 
paid work can be minimal for some single parents.74  As research for the Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation has pointed out, the number of children facing ‘in work poverty’ has remained 
unchanged since 1997.75 

Source:
Households below average 
income 1994/5 to 2006/07 

see: http://www.dwp.gov.
uk/asd/hbai/hbai2007/

pdf_fi les/full_hbai08.pdf
We use the standard 

defi nition of poverty as 
falling below 60 per cent 

of median income after 
housing costs. 

73  Peacey, V. (2009), 
Signing on and stepping 

up? Single parents’ 
experience of welfare 
reform, Gingerbread

74  Citizens Advice 
(2008), Barriers to work; 

lone parents and the 
challenges of working 

available at: http://www.
citizensadvice.org.uk/

index/campaigns/policy_
campaign_publications/

evidence_reports/
er_benefi tsandtaxcredits/

barriers_to_work

75  Peter Kenway (2008) 
Addressing in work 

poverty Joseph Rowntree 
Foundation

" I was made a single parent due to divorce. I work part time. Working Tax 
Credits are a great help. My children are both doing well at school."
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Jobs at fl exible hours remain
hard to come by
When asked what the main barrier to getting a paid job is, single parents consistently cite a 
lack of jobs at fl exible hours.76  Research by Jane Millar and Tess Ridge also found that children 
wanted their mothers to be working part time. Although they appreciated the additional money 
coming into the household when their mothers worked, they also expressed concerns about 
the loss of family time and preferred their mothers to be working in a part-time role during 
school hours.77

Although parents with children aged up to 16 can now ask their employers for a change in their 
working pattern, this is only possible after six months of employment, and employers can refuse 
for business reasons. There is also some evidence that parents in low paying jobs have less 
access to ‘work-life balance’ policies.78

Despite progress, available affordable 
childcare is too often not available
Childcare provision has improved but 69 per cent of Family Information Services (FIS) in 
England and Wales said that parents had reported a lack of childcare in their area in the last 12 
months.79  The cost of childcare can also absorb much of the fi nancial gains from working. The 
childcare element of Working Tax Credit up to 80 per cent of childcare costs up to a maximum 
of £175 a week for one child or £300 for two or more children. For families with young children 
or with more than two children, these may not cover the full costs of childcare: the average 
weekly cost of a nursery place for a child under two in England is £167, for a child over two or 
for a childminder it is £156 and for an out of school club it is £40 a week.80

If childcare is particularly expensive for young families, it is particularly scarce for older children. 
Fifty-nice per cent of Family Information Services report that there is insuffi cient childcare for 
children aged over 12, compared to 27 per cent for under fi ves, and 36 per cent for fi ve to 
eleven year olds. Our research with parents with older children also identifi ed this as a problem 
and suggested a signifi cant need for services for children before and after school and in the 
school holidays. Such services may work better if they are not labelled as ‘childcare’, a term 
that parents and teenagers may reject. Services need to be responsive both to teenagers and 
parents needs; safe and interesting, but also fl exible and affordable.81 

Single parents don’t have real choices about 
whether and how many hours to work
Increased work search conditions on the receipt of income-related benefi ts have limited the 
extent to which single parents can make choices about how best to combine work and family 
life. Recent reforms, such as the right for parents with children aged under 12 to restrict their 
work search to jobs in school hours have shown some recognition of parents’ childcare needs 
but the state has effectively stated that paid work must take priority for single, and increasingly 
couple parents. 

76  See, for example Citizens 
Advice (2008) Barriers to 

work; lone parents and the 
challenges of working

77  Tess Ridge and Jane 
Millar (2008) Work

and well-being over time: 
lone mothers and their 

children Department for 
Work and Pensions

78  Dean, H. (2007),
 ‘Tipping the balance:

The problematic nature of 
work life balance in a low 

income neighbourhood’
in Journal of Social Policy 

36, 4, 519–537

79  Daycare Trust (2009), 
Childcare costs survey 

2009 available at http://
www.daycaretrust.org.

uk/mod/fi leman/fi les/
Costs_survey_2009.pdf

80  Ibid

81  Peacey, V. (2009), 
Signing on and stepping 

up? Single parents’ 
experience of welfare 
reform, Gingerbread

" I am 35 and had worked all my life and had a good career before I had 
my son. I am still made to feel like ‘single mum scum’ sometimes

when I mention that I am a single parent though."
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Not only does the benefi t system increasingly restrict choice about whether to work, it also 
limits the extent to which parents can choose hours to fi t in with their childcare responsibilities. 
No fi nancial support is available via the tax credit system for parents working less than 16 
hours, and parents on benefi ts can only earn up to £20 before a pound for pound reduction in 
benefi ts becomes applicable. 

What does this mean for policy?
Families need a secure income from work that also enables them to spend quality time with 
their children. This means that single parents working part time should not face poverty. Parents 
need more choice over the hours they work, and should not be compelled to work by tighter 
benefi t conditions. To make balancing work and care a reality for parents, Government
needs to:

• Improve parents’ access to ‘good jobs’.
 Tackling in-work poverty requires a two pronged strategy; improving parents’ access to 

better jobs, and reducing the costs of paid work itself. Improving access to better jobs 
requires a greater focus on job sustainability from government – both in the targets it sets 
Jobcentre Plus advisers and private contractors, and in the training provision it makes 
available: Government should allow all lone parents without a level three qualifi cation to 
participate in full time training whilst claiming benefi ts.

• Reduce the costs of working.
 Childcare remains the major outgoing for most working parents. The childcare element of 

the Working Tax Credit should be increased to meet 100 per cent of childcare costs, rather 
than the current 80 per cent. Many parents tell us that the cost of school meals represents 
a particular burden when they move from benefi ts into paid work. The costs of meals are 
met when parents are out of work but there is no support for working parents. Free school 
meals for all children would signifi cantly reduce the costs of working for parents, as well 
as reducing the stigma that is attached to claiming school meals for the children of non-
working families.

• Improve access to fl exible working.
 Government has signifi cantly extended parental rights at work with the introduction of 

the right to request fl exible working for parents of children aged 16 and under. However, 
Government should now go further. One bold, but relatively cost limited option, would 
be to commit to offering public sector jobs on a part-time or job-share basis and to use 
the Government contracting framework to ensure that those supplying or working with 
Government do the same. 

• Allow single parents to work in jobs of less than 16 hours.
 Single parents working between 4 and 16 hours a week gain no fi nancial benefi t from 

doing so, unlike mothers in couples. The greater proportion of mothers in couples who 
work in jobs of less than 16 hours accounts for all of the difference between employment 
rates for single mothers and those with partners. Government should extend its pilots 
introducing an increased income disregard within means-tested benefi ts to allow single 
parents to work in jobs of less than 16 hours.

" I got divorced after ten years of marriage because of domestic violence.
I have three very young children, and spend all my time and

energy looking after them completely on my own ..."

30



• Leave decisions about combining work and family life
 in the hands of families.
 Paid work is often good for families, but it is not without its costs. It is clear that those 

best placed to make the choice about how to combine paid work with their family life are 
parents. Government should not impose benefi t sanctions on single parents with children 
aged below seven who do not take steps towards employment and should review the 
imposition of work search conditions on parents with children aged seven and upwards. 

" I have never met a woman who had a child to get a council house. I have 
never met a woman who wanted to be single parent. We are just

people who have made the best out of our circumstances."
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Chapter 6
Conclusion

‘Family policy’ can potentially cover a huge number of areas. We have not attempted to look 
at how every aspect of Government policy affects families, and this paper says nothing about 
health policy, housing policy, taxation, or education policy beyond the early years, all of which 
have a huge impact on family life.

However, we have tried to set out broad principles which can be used when looking at how 
policy can serve modern day families, and how these might be applied in certain policy areas. 
Gingerbread supports single parents, and we have focused on policies which particularly 
impact on their lives. We do not want to see ‘special treatment’ for these families that goes 
beyond their needs. Rather, we want single parent families to be recognised and treated fairly 
alongside other family types and for their children to enjoy the same life chances. 

We think that applying these principles would lead to the new directions for policy set out 
below. We hope that the principles we have set out can form the basis for discussion
about which of these policies will best serve the needs of families and children in the
twenty-fi rst century.

Summary of
policy recommendations

Families in Britain come in all shapes and 
sizes. We should acknowledge and value 
family diversity

• Family policy must consider the needs of single parent families. 
Single parenthood is now a fact of life in Britain and across the OECD. Policy makers 
must recognise that around a quarter of children are growing up in single parent families, 
a proportion that has remained the same for around 20 years. Most single parents did not 
expect to be bringing up children alone, and no two parents are doing so for exactly the 
same reasons. Policy needs to avoid ‘one size fi ts all’ approaches that work for only one 
type of family.

• Don’t stigmatise families.
 Policy makers should commit not to use language that stigmatises or stereotypes 

particular family types. Many families are already under pressure to fi nd or keep a job, to 
cope fi nancially and to have quality time with their children. A feeling that policy makers do 
not understand their concerns, or that society sees them as ‘bad’ parents can knock single 
parents’ confi dence and self esteem, create feelings of exclusion and may prevent them 
from accessing services. 

" I am a man for a start. I am in my 50s with three children under 11. 
Working full time. Widower."
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Family policy should aim to ensure that all 
children can thrive

• Provide access to non-judgemental services to help
 families manage separation.
 We know that the way in which parents separate can have a major impact on outcomes for 

children. In addition to advice on how to minimise confl ict, parents experiencing separation 
will also be seeking advice on child support, benefi t entitlement and in some cases legal 
advice, so services must be holistic.  

• Services for families in confl ict need to reach beyond
 the family courts.
 Only 15 per cent of (resident) parents separating used either the courts or legal advice 

to come to a decision about contact arrangements. Services aimed at helping families 
manage confl ict and put their children’s interests fi rst need to be available to all, for 
example by making use of Children’s Centres and schools.

• Provide ongoing support to help families manage
 contact arrangements.
 Recent research from Gingerbread found that around 30 per cent of children in separated 

families were not seeing their non-resident parent and most of these had had no contact 
since their parents separated. Parents told us they needed more support and advice to 
help them manage post-separation parenting. Advice can play a crucial role in helping 
parents to see each others’ perspective and focus on their child. 

• Committing to the targets to halve child poverty by 2010 and end it 
by 2020 must be a key part of family policy.

 Measures to tackle child poverty have some of the greatest potential to improve children’s 
outcomes. Poverty is not just about money, but the stress, stigma and strain that can 
come from living on a low income, in a poor area, or without suffi cient support. Money 
makes a lot of difference: while a one-third drop in family income reduces attainment 
in childhood by 6 to 7%, evidence suggests that children’s behaviour, happiness and 
educational attainment all improve as incomes rise. A key priority must be to invest more in 
benefi ts and tax credits to reach the poorest families. 

• Child maintenance is a key lever for lifting families out of poverty 
and a demonstration of the principle that parenting continues post 
separation. The statutory system must work.

 In 2007 (the latest available fi gures) only 40 per cent of single parents were receiving any 
maintenance at all. A new system to deliver maintenance, the Child Maintenance and 
Enforcement Commission has been put in place, with parents able to choose whether to 
use this body or make a private arrangement. Making sure that the new body promotes a 
culture of payment and enforces maintenance payments effectively must be a priority. 

" I am on benefi ts but would gladly get back into work when my disabled 
son has fi nished all the surgery he needs, until then I am here

to support him as any loving mother would."
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The interests of children should come fi rst

• Children should have their voices heard in decisions that affect 
them, whether these are taken in or outside of court.

• Normally the involvement of both parents should be encouraged
 by courts and other family services.

• Family courts should make decisions about the best interests of the 
child on a case by case basis; there should be no presumption that 
one form of contact is in the best interests of children.

• Policies aiming to improve relationships between parents and 
children (or parents and parents) must take the risk of

 violence seriously.
 This means that, as a start, impact assessments for new legislation should include an 

assessment of the possible impact on women and children who have experienced 
violence. Other safety concerns must also be addressed, and more support is needed for 
supervised contact centres to allow continuing relationships between a parent and child in 
a safe environment. 

Families should be treated equally and fairly

• Provide early years support on a universal basis.
 Research suggests that the best way to ensure that all children benefi t from early years 

support is to provide it on a universal basis. Early years support now needs to extend to 
families with children aged between one and two. One step towards this would be to pay 
the existing 13 weeks of unpaid parental leave at the rate of maternity pay.

• Provide fi nancial support based on need.
 Financial support to families should be based on their individual needs. At present, there 

is dispute about whether two parents living together need more fi nancial support than 
a single parent to lift them out of poverty. Any decisions about benefi t levels for different 
family types need to be based on clear evidence about differential need.

• Access to independent advice for parents can help resolve problems 
and crises and prevent them from escalating.

 All types of families may at times need access to advice, but it is particularly important to 
single parents.

" After getting married and having children you don’t expect to become a 
single parent. You are after all being responsible, but a relationship

can break down or you can become widowed."
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Family work inside and outside the home, 
paid and unpaid should be recognised

• Improve parents’ access to ‘good jobs.’
 Tackling in-work poverty requires a two pronged strategy; improving parents’ access to 

better jobs and reducing the costs of paid work itself. Improving access to better jobs 
requires a greater focus on job sustainability from Government – both in the targets it sets 
Jobcentre Plus advisers and private contractors, and in the training provision it makes 
available. Government should allow all single parents without a level three qualifi cation to 
participate in full-time training whilst claiming benefi ts.

• Reduce the costs of working.
 Childcare remains the major outgoing for most working parents. The childcare element of 

the Working Tax Credit should be increased to meet 100 per cent of childcare costs, rather 
than the current 80 per cent. Free school meals for all children would signifi cantly reduce 
the costs of working for parents, as well as reducing the stigma that is attached to claiming 
school meals for the children of non-working families.

• Improve access to fl exible working.
 Although signifi cant steps have been made in this area, Government should now go further. 

One bold, but relatively cost limited option, would be to commit to offering public sector 
jobs on a part-time or job-share basis and to use the Government contracting framework 
to ensure that those supplying or working with Government do the same.

• Allow single parents to work in jobs of less than 16 hours.
 Single parents working between 4 and 16 hours a week gain no fi nancial benefi t from 

doing so, unlike mothers in couples. Government should extend its pilots introducing an 
increased income disregard within means-tested benefi ts to allow all single parents to work 
in jobs of less than 16 hours.

• Leave decisions about combining work and family life in the hands 
of families.

 Paid work is often good for families but it is not without its costs. It is clear that those 
best placed to make the choice about how to combine paid work with their family life are 
parents. Government should not impose benefi t sanctions on single parents with children 
aged below seven who do not take steps towards employment and should review the 
imposition of work search conditions on parents with children aged seven and upwards. 

" I enrolled to college to get more skills and the same time I look after my 
three kids. I don’t understand why some people put a kind of stigma

on single mums like there’s something wrong with us."
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Gingerbread Single Parent Helpline 
Freephone 0808 802 0925
Open 9am to 5pm Mondays to Fridays
with extended opening to 8pm on Wednesdays
Expert telephone information and advice for single parents

Gingerbread Single Parent
Information Online
www.gingerbread.org.uk/information
Dedicated online information and advice for single parents
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www.gingerbread.org.uk/membership
Share experiences, hear about discounts and
get involved with Gingerbread’s work

Gingerbread Development and Skills 
www.gingerbread.org.uk/skills
Training, employability and confi dence-building programmes
for single parents, advisers and practitioners
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www.gingerbread.org.uk/policy
Building on over 90 years of campaigning expertise to deliver 
change for single parent families
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