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Memorandum To The Work And Pension Select Committed Inquiry ‘On How
Government Can Achieve The 80% Employment Target” From Single Parent
Action Network.

SUMMARY

Lone parents remain a key group on which to focus employment promotion, retention
and advancement strategies, in order to meet the Government child poverty targets. In
European comparative terms the UK has a high number of lone parents not in work,
and a very high child poverty rate. Lone parents make up over a quarter of all
families with dependent children, caring for 3 million children. The number of
children likely to live in a one parent family at some point in their livesis increasing,
and most children living in workless couples have at least one disabled parent.
Policies to make work pay and support lone parents into employment such as the New
Deal, have been successful in achieving a dramatic increase in lone parents
employment, reducing the risk of poverty for lone parents in general, and particularly
for those who work but are low-paid. But much more needs to be done.

The risk of poverty for a child living in a one parent family is still very high, 48% of
children living in a one parent family are poor. Achieving the employment target
requires a significant increase in the employment rates of those lone parents who have
young children and are harder to reach. Lone parents are twice as likely to cycle
between work and welfare. Some of the current welfare reform measures, such as the
national roll out of Pathways to Work, introduction of work related activities premium
(WRAP), will go some way to meeting these challenges. But financial incentives are
not enough to address the issue of employment retention and advancement, and to
encourage hard to reach lone parents into employment.

The introduction of WRAP could go a long way to engaging hard to reach lone
parents, but we are very concerned about the increase in conditionality, its targeting to
those parents with children of secondary school age, and its short period of
entitlement. Incentives increase trust in government programs, which lone parents
living in deprived communities lack. We recommend that a 1-year WRAP be
introduced as an opt-in basis for all lone parents, without increase in the frequency of
work-focused interviews.

Evidence indicates that lone parent voluntary organisations do well in this respect.
Engaging the hard to reach, requires development of innovative services, based in the
community, that are developed with a deep understanding of the complex needs that
these lone parents face. Their services reach those lone parents, build up their soft-
skills and support them in moving forward into accredited training and employment.
We recommend stronger links and joined-up thinking between these voluntary
providers, and statutory agencies such as JobCentre Plus, Learning and Skills Council
in order to consolidate the implementation of WRAP. Direct sustainable government
funding is required to enable lone parent organisation to continue to deliver and
expand these innovative services. At the very least, lone parent organisations should



be enabled to develop quality assurance frameworks for the delivery of services for
hard to reach lone parents by other independent providers.

Income security is key to employment sustainability, as lone parents have to manage a
very complex income packaging. We welcome the current measures announced to
deal with tax credits overpayments but believe that the interaction between self-
employment and tax credit needs some attention. In terms of low-pay, we support the
Child Poverty Action Group campaign to increase the level of Child Benefit as we
believe this benefit is well suited to providing lone parents with more stable incomein
work. Child Benefit is portable, with no risk of overpayment and marginal deduction
rates, and has almost universal take up.

Financial incentives are not enough to ensure job retention and advancement; much
more needs to be done to enable lone parents to work-life balance. Difficulties in
retaining employment for lone parents centred around managing parenting
responsibilities, breakdown of childcare arrangements and inflexible working
conditions. The recent Work Family Act has not gone far enough for lone parents,
who require paid parental leave and an automatic right, i.e. non refutable by the
employer, to request flexible working even when their children are older then 6. If
lone parents are to be enabled to take up training and other advancement opportunities
they have to be able to rely on childcare that is flexible, affordable and most of al that
they can trust. The Ten Year Child Care strategy’s objective to expand formal
childcare and wrap around care, needs to go- hand in-hand with measure to enable
parents to pay for informa childcare, and to expand availability of home-based
childcare.

1. INTRODUCTION

1.1 Government employment strategies have been successful in achieving
a significant increase in the lone parents employment rate. Lone parents remain a
key group on which to focus employment strategies for a number of reasons.
Firstly the current rate needs to rise much faster if the target is to be met, and
recently it has slowed down®. Furthermore, it will require a significant increase in
the employment rates of those that are hard to reach and experience multiple
barriers to employment®. Secondly, lone parents are twice as likely to cycle
between work and welfare. Thirdly, this is key to reducing child poverty, as the
number of children living in a one parent family continues to increase, and most
children living in workless couples have at least one disabled parent®.

1.2. Single Parent Action Network (SPAN) welcomes the opportunity to
contribute to this inquiry, because much of our current work is focused on
providing services and influencing the development of strategies that can help
hard to reach lone parents into sustainable employment. Our Study Centre is
based on a holistic understanding of the needs of lone parents. It seeks to engage
lone parents who are not at all work ready, to take the first step towards accredited
learning and employment, by providing a range of services and soft-skills learning
opportunities in a single parent friendly context. We aso work to raise the
capacity of lone parents to have a say. Our current participatory policy program



builds the capacity of lone parents, across 5 UK regions, to influence policy
makers to a) develop innovative programmes that can reach and engage
disadvantaged parents into intermediate steps towards sustainable employment
and b) One Parent Proof relevant policies to make employment opportunities
sustainable.

. SUSTENANCE FOR VOLUNTARY LONE PARENT ORGANISATION AS

PROVIDERS OF SERVICES FOR HARD TO REACH LONE PARENTS

2.1 We welcome the introduction of Work Related Activities Premiums
(WRAPS) for lone parents, as an approach that values intermediate steps to
employment is more suited to engage hard to reach lone parents. We are aso
pleased to see that qualifying activities are to be tailored to the individual’ s needs
and can include soft-skills training, activities to benefit heath and structured
voluntary work. The importance of increasing soft-skills anongst this group was
first recognised by the Education and Select Committee in 1998. Low self
confidenceis akey barrier for lone parents, and is associated with common mental
health problems®. Lone parents are two to three times as likely to experience
common mental health disorders than couples with children®. This is not
surprising given the strong association between women’s poverty and common
mental health problems®. Soft-skills training is an important first step into
learning. We need to engage those hard to reach into making that first step, so that
they can be enabled to move forward into accredited learning. Many hard to reach
lone parents have very low human capital. In the long term eradication of child
poverty and employment sustainability requiresarisein earnings’.

2.2. The current welfare reform foresees an important role for the private
and voluntary sector in relation to WRAPS and Pathways to Work. As Jane
Millar has argued®, lone parent voluntary organisations have a key role to play in
increasing soft-skills and work readiness amongst the less work ready. Evidence’
indicates services developed and delivered by lone parents organisations are
effective in engaging hard to reach lone parents. The JRF funded quantitative
evauation 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 heath problems. It aso compared the SSC to local
statutory providers and found that it faired much better in raising soft-skills. A
recent pilot study 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 socia capital.

2.3. Thisis partly an issue of trust and direct reach. The New Deal for Lone
Parents has not been very successful with this group®, and partly this has been
because those living in deprived areas have negative perceptions and lack trust in
the program™. 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 lone parents’ needs. 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 the evaluation of the Glasgow Works intermediate labour
markets showed that these were not as suitable for lone parents, because of an
emphasis on full-time work, and little attention to childcare needs. Similarly the
evauation of the Ambition programmes found that the focus on full-time work,
and gendered assumptions about energy work, hampered the engagement of lone
parents™. According to recent evaluations™, the Employment Zones, which follow
a much more work first approach, perceive lone parents as being difficult to
recruit, not very work ready, and having too many complex barriers.

24. 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 WRAPS
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.

2.5. Unfortunately maintaining adequate funding for these types of program
is very difficult. At present SPAN has no funding to run its successful
volunteering program, and its Study Centre relies on patchy and short-term
funding from independent trusts.

2.6. The capacity of lone parent voluntary organisation to deliver
innovative programs of this kind needs to be sustained through the provision of
large scale, sustainable government funding schemes, and regional government
agencies. The Education and Skills Committee (2006) report on Further Education
recommends the revision of current funding priorities, in the light of cuts to adult
courses including those aimed at increasing soft skills of hard to reach groups, and
that the Learning and Skills Council make funding available directly to quality
and established independent providers of such courses. Another is that at the very
least, lone parent organisations should be consulted on the development of quality
assurance frameworks and guidelines to be employed in the delivery of services
for hard to reach lone parents.

. MORE INCENTIVES AND LESS SANCTIONS

3.1. At present a 6 months WRAP is to be introduced as an ’opt-out’ for
lone parents with children of secondary school age, in conjunction with an
increase in Work Focused Interview. 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. 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-socia behaviour. The ex- Minister for
Children, Margaret Hodge, has stressed that parental involvement in teenagers



livesisvital, and yet difficult and time consuming. It is the employment rates of
those with young children and multiple barriers to work that need to increase if the
employment target is to be met. Multiple barriers to work require a longer
investment, as many hard to reach lone parents are busy surviving on a day-to-day
basis, and have no long-term plans.

3.2. We recommend that a 1-year WRAP be introduced as an opt-in basis
for all lone parents, without sanctions attached to WFI. International evidence™
tells us that incentives work much better than sanctions. Incentives send a clear
message that engagement in soft-skills training or voluntary work is a worthwhile
activity that does not entail a loss of benefits or financial insecurity. Incentives
with no sanctions would counteract fears of compulsion to work, and help build
trust in Pathways to Work and the NDLP.

. JOB SUSTAINABILITY AND INCOME SECURITY

4.1. A key issue that remains to be addressed is reliability and security of
income for lone parents in work. In order to avoid poverty lone parents engage in
a complex income packaging of: earnings, working tax credit including the
childcare element; child benefit; child tax credit; housing and council tax benefits;
child maintenance. The claw back of tax credit overpayment is very problematic
for lone parents, as it can shatter this delicate balance and augment lone parents
fear of income insecurity, which is a key barrier to employment, and ultimately
prompt them to cycle back to welfare. Many lone parents that go back on benefits
as a result of overpayment end up in severe hardship. Much has been said about
this issue, and we appreciate that many of the measures announced by the Pay
Master General relating to administration will go some way to deal with thisissue.
We believe that the increase in the income disregard up to £25000, announced in
the budget, would be particularly beneficial to lone parents who want to move
from part-time to full-time work, and to second earners. The reduction of the time
for reporting changes to 1 month is likely to make things worse for lone parents
given their complex income juggling, and we believe that a light touch approach
would be much more appropriate for them.

4.2. One of the participants in our One Parent Proofing program has raised
the issue of self-employment and tax credit, which we believe has received much
less attention. This is what she said | am sdf-employed; and future income is
always estimated for Working Tax Credit but self employment accounts are one
year in arrears for the Inland Revenue. | give the same figures to the Inland
Revenue and the Working Tax Credit. At the end of the year they inform me if they
have over paid me. One year | lost Working Tax Credit and Child Tax credits due
to over payments. The positive side is that | get tax credits increases if my income
falls but the down side is | never know how much tax credits | will be awarded
each year, and because my accounts are one year in arrears, like all sef
employed people, then budgeting is quite difficult. | often have to wait up to three
to six months for payments on my work” . Self-employment is usually considered
an effective strategy for advancement, so we recommend that this issue be looked
into some depth, to develop tax credits regulations that could support this
advancement.



5. JOB SUSTAINABILITY AND LOW-PAY

5.1. We welcome the commitment to continue to increase the level of Child
Tax Credits, but we are concerned about the continued emphasis on means-
testing. We support the Child Poverty Action Group campaign to raise Child
Benefit™>(CB), in line with earnings, as this would be effective in enabling lone
parents to stay in employment. Means-tested benefits tend to work well in
excluding those with high incomes, but not so well in terms of including al of
those on low incomes. CB is portable and does not incur margina deduction rates
if earnings go up, nor overpayment problems. It is easier to administer, its take up
is amost universal because it is simple to claim. We also believe that CB should
be modified to support larger families, as this is important to achieve the child
poverty eradication strategy.

5.2. Low-pay increases chances of cycling. Lone parents have faired well
in terms of policies to make work pay, their reduction in the risk of poverty has
largely been due to tax credits and benefits'®. These policies have faired less well
for couples. Lone parents should continue to be entitled to the same level of tax
credit than couples, because this is effectively a ‘family premium’, and because it
is easier for couples to increase their earnings by increasing the number of hours
they work. However a second earner disregard should be introduced to reduce
marginal tax rates for couples.

6. JOB SUSTAINABILITY AND WORK-LIFE BALANCE

6.1. In order to maintain an advance in their employment, lone parents
have to engage in a very complex and single-handed juggling of childcare and
transports arrangements, parenting, working and training. This very complex
juggling probably explains why lone parents are twice as likely than other groups
to cycle between work and welfare.

6.2. Policies to enable lone parents to work-life balance are key to
employment sustainability. Evidence from the Employment Retention and
Advancement demonstration programmes'’ found that difficulties in retaining
employment for lone parents centred around managing parenting responsibilities,
breakdown of childcare arrangements and inflexible working conditions. In a
recent employment survey'® lone parents identified ‘paid time off’ as vita to
achieve a work-family balance. Even for those lone mothers in well-pad
professional occupations, balancing work with family responsibility is very hard
and often results in job exit’®. The recent Work Family Act has not gone far
enough for lone parents, who require paid parental leave, an automatic right, i.e.
non refutable by the employer, to request flexible working even when their
children are older then 6.

7. JOB RETENTION, ADVANCEMENT AND CHILDCARE
7.1. The Ten Year Child Care strategy’s objective to expand formal

childcare and wrap around care, needs to go hand-in-hand with measures to enable
parents to pay for informal childcare. Informal childcare is key to employment



sustainability. It fills the gaps of a very expensive and not very flexible formal
childcare. Currently lone parents can only claim back 80% of their childcare costs,
to a maximum of £300. 53% of employed lone mothers work atypical hours®,
formal childcare is not flexible enough for them. The ability to negotiate time and
number of hours with employers and informal childcare is key for lone parents. If
one of these strategies fails, work-life balance fails™. This is especialy the case
when children get ill, a very common occurrence. Lone parents are very reliant on
informal childcare, and express a preference for it as they associate it with trust,
familiarity and continuity, and partly because the expansion of formal childcareis
relatively new. Evidence indicates that lone parents do pay for informal care, and
that this increases its sustainability”’. The Government concern with issues of
inspections and interference in the private sphere, and its assumption that this care
is ‘free’, risks undermining the role that informal childcare can play in making
employment sustainable.

7.2 Anocther interesting finding from the Employment Retention and
Advancement demonstration programmes® is that it shows that the diverse
orientation to work and to caring responsibilities that |one parents have, which we
already knew affects their decision to enter employment®, also impacts on their
understanding and plans for career advancement. Some lone parents prefer to
postpone it until their children are older, others need more support to do it when
their children are younger. Ability to pay for informal childcare is more likely to
spur lone parents with young children towards taking advancement and training,
because they trust it, and perceive it as more similar to the childcare they would
provide themselves. This is what our One Parent Proofing participant told us. “I
think there should be childcare in the evenings so | could do an evening course.
The colleges have nursery in the day but not in the night. | had to pay a friend to
baby-sit during the evening so | could do my Further Education course to get me
into teaching. If there was childcare in the evening people could better them and
move out of low paid jobs. | became self-employed so that | could work around the
school hours, however |1 have never been able to attend my daughter’s school
assembly or school play due to me having to work, if there was two of us one
could attend.” This quote clearly shows to us that policies to pay and sustain
informal childcare, are key for job advancement, when there is just one parent to
juggle parenting, employment and career advancement.

7.3. Not all lone parents can access informal childcare, so in this respect we
value the regulations that since 2005 have enabled childminders to register as
home child-carer. Home childcare is much more flexible than formal childcare.
However we fed that the fostering of home childcare projects based in deprived
communities should also be an objective of the home childcare strategy. Home
Childcare Projects can be more pro-active in the recruitment process, both of
parents and workers. There is a danger that current regulations may meet the
needs of higher income families requiring nannies, but not the needs of low
income families needing short and periods of childcare in their own homes to fit
with atypical working hours, evening or week-end training, and occasional respite
care. A project could manage and guarantee enough work for individual



childminders, and manage recruitment barriers for low-income childminders, such
as CRB checks, and up-front registration funding.

7.4. Increase in earnings and number of hours in work is also important for
advancement, and to eradicate child poverty. At present lone parents who work
less than 16 hours a week are not entitled to any support with the costs of
childcare. This reduces the chance that they would use formal childcare and that
they would advance in terms of increasing the hours of work, or move into better
jobs which require more hours. Part-time work tends to be low-paid and offer very
little opportunity for training or advancement.
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