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The Rt. Hon John Hutton 
Secretary of State for Work and Pensions 
DWP 
Caxton House 
Tothill Street 
London 
SW1H 9DA        

20th  February 2007  
 
 
Lone Parents and Welfare Reform 
 
 
Dear John Hutton 
 
We are writing to express our concern over recent media coverage, which suggests 
that you are investigating the possibilities of stronger conditionality in the benefit 
system, and in particular the possibility of restricting benefits to lone parents with 
children under 11.   
 
We want to congratulate the Government’s record so far in increasing employment 
opportunities for lone parents significantly, and for the effectiveness of its voluntary 
and incentives focused approach.  Policies to make work pay and support lone parents 
into employment such as the New Deal, have been very successful also in reducing 
the risk of poverty for lone parents families in general, and particularly for those who 
work but are low-paid.  But we agree that much more needs to be done.  
 
Achieving the employment target requires a significant increase in the employment 
rates of those lone parents who are harder to reach and have complex needs. Given 
that lone parents are twice as likely to cycle back to welfare, in work welfare is also 
paramount and we welcome the attention to job retention and advancement measures. 
In this respect we welcome some of the current welfare reform measures, such as the 
piloting of work related premium activities, and the possibility of stronger 
partnerships between the statutory and the voluntary sector in the delivery of welfare.  
 
However we are very concerned about the shift towards stronger conditionality and in 
particular the current investigation of the possibility of restricting Income Support to 
lone parents with children under 11. In the first instance we believe this to be neither 
effective, nor just. Indeed we believe that this will be counterproductive to achieving 
the employment and child poverty targets. Second we are very concerned about the 
dangers of transferring sanctioning powers to voluntary/ community based providers. 
We are not sure that it is possible, desirable nor indeed effective. This is because the 
successes that the voluntary sector has had in reaching out and moving forward lone 
parents is closely related to the holistic and voluntary nature of its program, which is 
why hard to reach lone parents place more trust in these programs than in statutory 
ones. Ultimately we believe that neither the private nor the voluntary sector should 
substitute the state in the delivery of welfare programs. A mixed model of welfare of 
delivery, whereby the voluntary sector is adequately funded to reach out and provide 



holistic support to those groups, which the statutory sector cannot reach, is the way 
forward. 
 
 
 
1. Lone parents need more incentives not benefit cuts.  
 
1.1 Increased conditionality increases the stigmatisation of lone parents as ‘ inactive 

scroungers’ . We are particularly concerned about the use of the language 
‘activity/inactivity’ : to define Rights and Responsibilities’ - caring for all children 
should be recognised as an active and vital contribution to society.  

 
1.2 Perceived pressure ‘ to work’  can be counter productive. Many of our members 

worry about going to JobCentre Plus, as they fear that they will be pressurised 
into work. We believe that this increase in conditionality is likely to put many 
lone parents off, and reduce trust in work-related activities, and in the 
organisations that deliver them. 

 
1.3 Voluntary participation works best. The case of the Netherlands has shown that 

lone mothers rebelled against strict sanctionsi. International evidenceii tells us that 
incentives work much better than sanctions. Incentives with no sanctions would 
counteract fears of compulsion to work, and help build trust in Pathways to Work 
and the New Deal for Lone Parents. 

 
1.4 The majority (66%) of lone parents with children over 11 are already in work. It 

is the employment rates of those with multiple barriers to work that need to 
increase if the Government’s employment and child poverty targets are to be met. 
Many of those who are not in paid work, are facing acute multiple barriers to 
work such as disability and ill health. Many hard to reach lone parents are busy 
surviving on a day-to-day basis, and have no long-term plans. The Government 
has recognised that a work-first approach does not work for them, as lone parents 
are twice as likely to cycle back to welfareiii. Engaging these lone parents into 
intermediate steps to employment is the way forward. However this requires long- 
term holistic support and therefore investment, not benefit cuts. 

 
 
1.5 Benefit sanctions, never mind benefit cuts, can carry very problematic 

consequences, and be counterproductive to the child poverty eradication strategy. 
US evidenceiv indicates that those with multiple barriers are more likely to fail to 
comply with requirements and thus suffer sanctions, precisely because they are 
multiply disadvantaged. A recent Department for Work & Pensions studyv on 
sanctions found that many claimants did not comply with attending Work 
Focused Interviews for fear of work pressure. Although advisers used it as a last 
resort, the impact of sanctions was high: poverty of all family members increased; 
many had to go without essentials; many were unable to provide trips for the 
children or pocket money; their stress levels increased, compounding existing 
depression/anxieties. In the light of the strong reaction to the recent UNICEF 
report which places the UK at the bottom of 21 advanced nations, the implications 
of benefit cuts on those who are not work ready need to be taken seriously. 

 



1.6 The 11+ target is contradictory to the Government emphasis on active parenting. 
The Government understands the importance of parental involvement in 
teenagers’  lives to avoid teenage pregnancy, truancy, or general anti-social 
behaviour. The former Minister for Children, Margaret Hodge, has stressed that 
parental involvement in teenagers’  lives is vital, and yet difficult and time 
consuming.  We are currently conducting EU funded transnational research with 
children living in single parent families. Children of secondary age tell us that 
when their parents are working some of them end up caring for their younger 
siblings; others have no quality time with their parents. They strongly feel that 
this compounds their social exclusion from peer activities, which is paramount to 
them, and also prevents them from achieving in education. Policies to eradicate 
child poverty need to be informed by a better understanding of the interplay 
between financial and time poverty that affects both children and parents in lone 
parent families. In this respect the recent Work and Family Act was disappointing 
as it mostly focused on a welcome extension of maternity leave and pay, but did 
not pay much attention to policies such as paid parental leave and paid time off 
for sick children, which are vital to enable lone parents to juggle paid work and 
parenting single-handedly. 

 
1.7 Increased conditionality cannot work if work-life balance policies and childcare 

are not sufficiently developed to enable lone parents to juggle work and parenting. 
According to the Institute of Public Policy Research in 2006 there were only 1.2 
million childcare places, 800 children centres reaching 650,000 children, 
extended school programs in 5,000 schools. The 12 and ½ hours free early 
education for every 3 and 4 year old is staggered across a number of days, 
preventing most single parents from accessing part-time work easily, especially 
given that they have to be working over 16 hours to access tax credits.  
Undoubtedly there is great progress but not enough to meet demand. Furthermore 
access is not equal with children in ‘ jobless households’ , in lone parent families, 
and with special education needs, being less likely to benefit from this 
expansionvi. Key issues are around quality and affordability of childcare. Despite 
the significant increase in government spending, from £1 billion in 1996/7 to 5.5 
in 2007/8, the reliance on market provision has increased costs of childcare, 
which are amongst the highest in the developed world. Therefore even those lone 
parents that can qualify for the childcare tax credit cannot afford to pay the 
remaining 20% of costs. Market expansion also raises important issues for quality 
of provision. 

 
1.8 Study after study has told us that a key barrier to employment for lone parents is a 

fear of income insecurity. Qualitative researchvii on lone parents who have 
recently moved into work, does suggest that this is a real issue. It is very difficult 
for lone parents to manage extra work-related costs. This is compounded by a 
40% tapering on Housing Benefit and on Council Tax Benefit. Our members tell 
us that public transport provision is often poor and very expensive, and moving 
into paid work does not enable many low-paid lone parents to afford a car. 

 
1.9 Finally we are concerned about increased conditionality for those parents who 

have ill-health. We know that lone parents have a higher risk of physical and 
mental ill-healthviii. Ill-health changes over time and it is unlikely that the new 



‘ limited capability to work’  test of the Education and Support Allowance is going 
to be flexible enough to capture this. 

 
 
2. The role of the voluntary sector  in the delivery of welfare.  
 

2.1. As professor Jane Millar has arguedix, lone parent voluntary organisations 
have a key role to play in increasing soft-skills and work readiness amongst 
the less work ready. Evidencex indicates services developed and delivered by 
lone parent organisations are effective in engaging hard to reach lone parents.  
The JRF funded quantitative evaluation of the SPAN Study Centre (SSC) 
carried out in 2001, found it successful in reaching hard to reach lone parents: 
most lived on benefit, over half had physical or mental health problems. It 
also compared the SSC to local statutory providers and found that it faired 
much better in raising soft-skills. A recent pilot studyxi of SPAN structured 
voluntary work program, explored the distance travelled by a group of SPAN 
volunteers, who at the start of the program were experiencing acute multiple 
disadvantages and had no plans for their future. The study found that 
participants had travelled a considerable distance in: the identification and 
planning of education/employment goals; completion of work related 
training; work related and soft-skills; mental well-being and social capital. 

 
2.2. This is partly an issue of trust and direct reach. The New Deal for Lone 

Parents has not been very successful with this groupxii, and partly because 
those living in deprived areas have negative perceptions and lack trust in the 
programmexiii. Lone parent voluntary organisations are more likely to be 
trusted, particularly when they are based in the community and/or deprived 
areas with high numbers of lone parents. It is also because their services are 
developed with a deeper understanding of the complexity of lone parents’  
needs, and provide holistic support. The SPAN study and voluntary work 
models’  distinguishing features are: the provision of on-site childcare; 
flexible study/working time; relaxed career guidance; signposting to advice 
agencies; a lone parent friendly context. Likewise the Marks and Spencer 
work placement programme developed by One Parent Families has resulted 
in a 50% rate employment outcome and in important soft changes such as 
increased self-confidence. In contrast evaluationsxiv of the Employment 
Zones, which follow a much more work first approach, found that they 
perceive lone parents as being difficult to recruit, not very work ready, and 
having too many complex barriers. 

 
2.3. The above evidence indicates that the context in which services for hard to 

reach lone parents are delivered is key. There are important recommendations 
that we can draw from the above which would make work related initiatives 
much more effective. Communications and links between voluntary 
providers, JobCentre Plus and the Learning and Skills Council need to be 
strengthened. JobCentre Plus advisers target system, should include targets 
for engagement in work related activities.  

 
2.4. Unfortunately, maintaining adequate funding for these types of programme is 

very difficult.  At present SPAN has no funding to run its successful 



volunteering programme, and its Study Centre relies on the Big Lottery and 
patchy, short-term funding from independent trusts. So in this respect we 
welcome the attention paid to the voluntary sector as a provider of welfare.  

 
2.5. Although we understand that with the transferring of services and increase in 

funding capacity would come complex risks, we are unconvinced about the 
possibilities of transferring sanctioning powers to voluntary sector and 
community providers. We do not think that this is possible, desirable nor 
indeed effective. This is because the successes that the voluntary sector has 
had in reaching out and moving forward lone parents, is closely related to the 
holistic and voluntary nature of its programme, which is why hard to reach 
lone parents place more trust in these programmes than in statutory ones. If 
we become the mechanism for the delivery of sanctions, then our ability to 
deliver the support those lone parents need, will be severely compromised. 

 
2.6. Ultimately we believe that neither the private nor the voluntary sector should 

substitute the state in the delivery of welfare programs. What we would 
welcome is greater partnership between the statutory and voluntary sector, 
within a mixed model of welfare delivery, whereby the voluntary sector is 
enabled and funded to reach out and support those groups, which the statutory 
sector cannot reach. At the very least, we favour a mixed model of program 
development, which makes stronger use of the inside and in-depth expertise 
that lone parents organisations have of the needs of lone parents and funds 
them to develop quality assurance frameworks and guidelines in the delivery 
of services for hard to reach lone parents.  

 
Yours sincerely 
 
Sue Cohen and Susy Giullari 
Single Parent Action Network 
Millpond, Baptist Street, Easton 
Bristol BS5 OYW 
Tel: 0117 951 4231 
E-mail: suec@spanuk.org.uk 
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