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The UK has one of the lowest levels of labour market participation among
single parents in the European Union. It also has some of the highest rates of
poverty among single parent families. In Bristol, where Single Parent Action
Network (SPAN) is based, 75 % of all children that are growing up in poverty
live in a household headed by a single parent. Employment is often described
as the best route out of poverty, but there are a number of specific reasons for
why return to paid work is a lot more difficult for single parents than for other
groups in the UK. In recent years, the British Government is putting a lot of
pressure on single parents to enter the labour market, but without creating a
supportive infrastructure which enables them to be workers and parents. As a
result, many single parents are struggling to make ends meet and develop
careers that enable them to care for their families.

At SPAN, we campaign on behalf of single parents to influence positive
changes and support structures. We also develop holistic support services
which are designed around the needs of disadvantaged single parent families.
SPAN use a ‘single parent perspective’ to inform all our service delivery and
offer face-to-face services in Bristol as well as on-line support for a national
audience.

In today’s presentation I will firstly talk briefly about single parents and
employment in the UK as this is important for you to be able to understand
some of the aspects of the service provision at SPAN. Thereafter, I will talk
about the support and learning opportunities offered by SPAN from our centre
in Bristol with the aim to improve the life chances of single parents and their
children.
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Single Parents and the Labour market in the UK
Single parent families in post-war Britain emerged as a group particularly
affected by poverty, low labour market participation and retention. When New
Labour came in to power in 1997, they were determined to do something
about Britain’s high and quite shameful child poverty figures. As children
growing up in single parent families were particularly vulnerable to growing up
in poverty and only 40% of single parents were in work – they became a focus
for interventions.

At the time, labour market participation among single parents in Britain was
often compared to that of other EU member states, where employment rates
were significantly higher - for example in Sweden, Belgium and the
Netherlands. Why was there such a big difference? The main answer can be
found it the development of different welfare state models and their attitude to
female employment. The UK, in contrast to for example Sweden and
Denmark, developed what is often described as a ‘liberal’ welfare model
based on the concept that a family would have a main breadwinner (generally
assumed to be male). It is also a model which puts more emphasis on the
individual than the collective. This explains why the UK in contrast to other EU
countries did not develop a childcare infrastructure. The UK also has low
levels of social mobility. With a poor infrastructure supporting female
employment and social mobility, a high proportion of single parents who in the
great majority are women, have found themselves trapped in a vicious circle
of poverty. This context is important to keep in mind when looking at the
reality facing many single parents today and the policy changes affecting
them.

Since the end of the 1990s, work has been seen as the main route out of
poverty and this has been the emphasis within welfare reforms. Soon after
being elected, the New Labour government introduced a series of measures
which were designed to incentivise single parents to work. This included the
New Deal for lone parents, financial incentives, tax credits (including the
childcare element which helped to pay for up to 80% of all childcare costs),
and, and the introduction of sure start centres which provided wrap around
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childcare and the extended schools programme. Between 1997 and 2007,
single parents labour market participation increased from 40 to 57 %.
Between 2007 and 2013 it has only increased with 2% despite the
introduction of mandatory job seeking requirements for all single parents of
school aged children.

While single parents were previously not necessarily encouraged or
mandated to look for work, this gradually changed with an introduction of job
seeking requirements for parents reduced from when the youngest child is 16
to 5. The Government has recently lowering the age to 3 and are already
introducing mandatory work related activities for parents with children aged 34. The increased emphasis on mandating parents to work has coincided with
a series of policy changes which have affected single parents, particularly
mothers, more than any other group. This includes:


Changes to the financial assistance gained through the tax credit
system. Including a change from 80 to 70% in support to pay for
childcare for single parents working 16 hours or more.



The withdrawal of the support packages offered through the New Deal
for Lone parents, including support to pay for childcare when working
less than 16 hours, financial support when transiting from benefits to
work, in work support and specialist support from lone parent advisors.
The new Deal programme was replaced by the Work Programme
which, as demonstrated in a report by SPAN, has failed to take in to
consideration the needs of single parents.



Cuts to children’s centres and a dramatic increase in childcare costs.



A failure to properly implement the idea of extended schools services,
which in practice means that in many disadvantaged areas there is no
after-school childcare available for working parents.



Cuts to adult learning provision, childcare support for adult learners
and financial support for single parents who want to improve their skills.



The benefit cap – capping the amount of benefits any family can
receive to £500 per week disregarding where they live, what kind of
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housing they live in and how many children they have. 60 % of all
families affected by the cap are single parent families.


The introduction of the bedroom tax/spare room subsidy which again,
has disproportionately affected single parents.



Introduction of charges to access support to claim maintenance
through the Child Support Agency from non-resident parents.

At SPAN we actively try to challenge policies that have a negative impact on
children and families at the same time as we try to demonstrate how things
can be done differently through our own delivery models.

SPAN Family & Study Centre
SPAN Family & Study Centre is a Bristol based grassroots project set up in
1998 as a model pilot project offering support and learning opportunities with
childcare for single parents. Its original aim was “to promote good practice in
working on different needs and in promoting multi-cultural ways of working
with single parents and their children”. Overt the years, the project has
developed in to

a groundbreaking learning and community development

resource with a proven track record of introducing innovative projects,
responding to changing needs and delivering quality front-line services to
families experiencing poverty and isolation.

SPAN’s vision is to engage and empower families living in poverty and
isolation, from different backgrounds and cultures, to improve their lives
and play a greater part in society.

This overall vision is presently realised in the Family & Study Centre through a
‘holistic learning package’ focussing on the needs of the single parents as a
whole. Services currently on offer are:


Informal engagement activities and personal development,
including weekly ‘Time 4 me’ sessions, courses focusing on
health and well-being and the development of new skills.
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Soft skills training and employment readiness, including
courses

focusing

on

confidence-building,

assertiveness,

communication skills and career planning to support personal
progression towards greater financial independence.


Support to single parents with low qualifications or lack of
English language skills to access basic skills training – ESOL,
numeracy, literacy and ICT – at our Centre and in other
accessible community venues.



Vocational training in a wide range of subjects, delivered in
partnership with City of Bristol College. Qualifications in
childcare, teaching assistants, administration, catering and
customer care.



Volunteering/Work

experience

opportunities

at

SPAN

allowing single parents to develop new skills and prepare for
work or further education – offered in partnership with City of
Bristol College.


1:1 support and signposting to other services. Our Parent
Support Workers offer 1:1 support sessions and through
partnership with other agencies and organisations we are also
able to offer on-site counselling, money and debt advise and
legal advise to single parents.



Parenting programmes and support with specific parenting
issues. SPAN’s parenting programme Strengthening Families,
Strengthening Communities covers strategies for successful
parenting focusing on areas such as self esteem, life skills,
anger management, supporting your children in school and
using community resources.
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Family fun days and excursions allowing single parents and
their children to have fun with other families, build social
networks and have new experiences.

Free Childcare in our high quality multi-cultural crèche when single parents
access our services.

Background of service users
SPAN’s adult learning programmes worked with 565 individual learners during
the academic year 2013/14. 92% of the learners came from a BME
background and 74% did not have English as their first language. The largest
group was of a Somali background (50%). 82% of all learners were
unemployed - with 32 % in receipt of Job Seekers Allowance, 26 % income
support, 22 % Employment and Support Allowance and 13 % other benefits.
We also had a small group of learners who were asylum seekers.

The majority of learners accessing adult education courses have no or very
low qualifications (below level 2). Some have no previous educational
experience and are not able to read and write in any language. There is also a
small group of learners with higher education from overseas who are
struggling to find employment or who need to improve their English. 60 % of
the learners describe themselves as single parents, some with experience of
domestic violence and homelessness. Learners on adult education courses
are parents, often with young children, which is the main reason for why they
come to SPAN.

The Family Support team offer 1:1 support to over150 individual parents on
a yearly basis. They also deliver 10 SFSC parenting programmes to specific
groups of parents, including parents with alcohol and drug problems, parents
with experience of domestic violence, parents with children in care, Somali
parents, and, Fathers. SPAN has three dedicated parent support workers that
work with different client groups. The father support worker, work with men
only and about 50 % are white British and 50% BME. The father support
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workers clients come with a range of issues including contact with children
(many are non-residential fathers), relationship with their ex, housing,
employment, social service involvement etc. One parent support worker works
with Somali mothers who have language barriers and one worker see a
diverse group of parents. 70 % of the clients are of a BME background, but
from different ethnic and language groups. Parents seek support for many
different reasons: benefit issues, housing, problems with children, mental
health, advocacy support, job seeking, food bank vouchers etc.

A single parent perspective
All SPAN’s work is informed by a Single Parent Perspective – service
design and employment practices always put the needs of single parents and
their children at the forefront. SPAN strongly believes that this is a good
baseline for creating family friendly practices that empowers all families as
well other disadvantaged groups. In practice this means that we have created
an inclusive and friendly space where parents, individuals and children from
diverse backgrounds feel welcome and valued. Examples of how ‘the single
parent perspective’ informs our practices are:


Courses and other services are timed around school and nursery
times.



We have on-site affordable and high quality childcare which enables
parents to access training and volunteering opportunities at SPAN.



When we run activities that are outside school hours, we organise
activities for children either with their parents or in a crèche/play
scheme.



We do not only offer one type of service, but try to be as ‘holistic’ as
possible to ensure we meet the diverse needs of single parents and
other disadvantaged families.



SPAN champions the single parent perspective in our interactions with
outside agencies and in our campaigning work.

Voices from the grassroots
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In addition to service delivery and creating connections between communities
and individuals, SPAN Family & Study Centre aims to link the voices from the
grass-roots to wider policy and research arenas.


Issues facing single parents encountered through interactions with
service users in the SPAN Family & Study Centre are communicated to
SPAN’s Policy & Research Officer. In this way, evidence from the
ground can be disseminated at a national level and influence the policy
making process.



Through the front-line service deliver, SPAN work in partnership with
single parents who are empowered to have a collective voice. They are
able to get involved with academic research projects, gain new skills
and actively engage with other members of the SPAN Network.



The skills and knowledge brought to SPAN by single parents and other
disadvantaged groups is valued and captured through service design
and working practices.

Concluding remarks
Welfare reforms in the UK have disproportionally affected single parent
families, often in a negative way. The current labour market interventions
targeting single parents are punitive rather than supportive and are therefore
not necessarily in the best interest of children. Rather than moving families
out of poverty, they are moving more families in to poverty. However, as
demonstrated from the examples given from SPAN’s projects, things can be
done differently. In my presentation, I have tried to highlight some of the very
negative consequences of ill-thought out government policies at the same
time as I have talked about SPAN’s holistic approach. It is my sincere hope
that the government of the Czech Republic will adopt more positive and
supportive ways of working.
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