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Reforming Welfare- Tackling Child Poverty? 
 
Health and Sport Committee Welfare Reform Evidence Session       Nov 2011 

 
 

Welfare Reform & One Parent Families  
 
OPFS is Scotland’s national independent lone parent organisation which promotes positive policies 
& delivers quality services to lone parent families and others facing disadvantage. 
 

 There are over 163,000 lone parents with 295,000 children in Scotland. (almost 1 in 4 of all 

families).  This will increase to 238,000 in next 20yrs. 
1
  

 The median age of lone parents is 37 years & less than 2 per cent of lone parents are 

teenagers
2
 

 57.2 per cent of lone parents are in work, up 13 percentage points since 1997 
3
  

 The employment rate for lone parents depends on the age of their youngest child. Once their 

children are 12 or over, lone parents’ employment rate is higher than the employment rate 

for mothers in couples (71 per cent of lone parents whose child is 11-15 are in work) 
4
 

 Just under half (46 per cent) of children living with one parent are poor, compared to 24 per 

cent of children in couple families 5
 

 Where lone parents are not working, this is often because there are health issues that make 

work difficult: 33 per cent of unemployed lone parents have a disability or longstanding 

illness and 34 per cent have a child with a disability.
6
 

 Lone parents now enter employment at the same rate as comparable groups. If lone 

parents’ job retention rate could be raised to that of other groups, the target for 70 per cent 

of lone parents to be in employment by could be met without further increasing job entry 

rates.
7
 

 

The key issue for anyone bringing up a child on their own is that they have sole 

responsibility for the combined roles of breadwinner & carer. Welfare Reform should 

recognise that this is a unique challenge facing lone parent families. 
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Key Issues 
 
1.The Westminster Government argues that welfare reform will bring 

 Simplicity 

 Personalisation 

 Commercialisation 

 more emphasis on work 

 individual  responsibility 

 

However if government wants a welfare state which supports families & contributes to eradicating 

child poverty then any proposals should also: 
8
 

 Manage complexity 

 Ensure stable incomes 

 Offer cost-effective services 

 Provide social protection 

 Support for the labour market & parents in the labour market  

 

OPFS doesn’t believe the Westminster Governments proposals can meet these criteria. 

 
2.All of Scotland’s 163,000 Lone Parents  will be affected in some in some way by the 
wide ranging changes to Benefits: 

 

 Universal Credit (Incentives to work / Responding to personal circumstances ) 

 Conditionality & Benefit Penalties  

 The Work Programme (Focus on work/ Payment by results ) 

 Benefits and disability (Medical reassessments/ "Work related activity"/The reform of DLA 

 Changes to Child Maintenance  

 Benefit cuts (Upratings / Housing Benefit) 

 
 
3. Key Areas for Lone Parents are: 

 

 Impact of Conditionality – out of work & in work conditionality - increased demand for 

devolved services esp. Childcare.  

 The Governments “Work First “approach - where does developing Lone Parents’ skills & 

education fit? 

 Reform of Child Maintenance- increased demand for family support / advice services. 

 Impact on Scottish Government  Key Policy Agendas : 

 

 Moving lone parents onto Job Seekers Allowance to take up paid work when their 

youngest child is 5 years does not take into account Scotland’s very different institutional 

landscape. It is also at odds with the Scottish Governments “Getting it Right for Every 

Child “ approach (GIRFEC)  
9
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 Lone parents, facing difficult life circumstances, will be far more at risk of sanctions with 

disastrous effects on their children’s financial and social well-being. Some may 

disappear from the benefit system all together. This does not sit well with Scottish 

Governments “Achieving Our Potential “Strategy. 
10

 

 

 Marginalised lone parents, particularly young parents are more likely to have work-

related activities imposed on them by their adviser or their private provider with a 

potential negative impact on family health & wellbeing, cutting across the Scottish 

Governments “Early Years Framework “
11

 

 
 Lone parents, with older children, will be more likely to end up in low paid part-time work. 

This will have a negative impact on family health & well-being as it will increase parents’ 

time-poverty significantly without greatly improving income, and increase the risks to 

children when their parent is not at home. This clashes with Scottish Governments 

“Equally Well “strategy  
12

 

 

 
 
 
Welfare Reform – Parents Experiences   
 
OPFS delivers services directly to parents across Scotland. During the past year 4,212 parents 
called the Lone Parent Helpline and 2,099 families received support from our local projects in 
Dundee, Falkirk, Aberdeenshire, Renfrewshire, North Lanarkshire and Glasgow. 
Feedback from parents highlights cases of lone parents who are worried about information they 
report as being given by Jobcentre Plus & Work Programme contractors causing fear & distress. The 
majority of cases are about lone parents who say they have been told that they have to work full-
time, at weekends and evenings or must take a job even if they don’t have suitable childcare. 
There have been calls from lone parents, with primary school age children, who say that they have 
been told they have to look for full-time work to be entitled to JSA. Helpline Advisors have also dealt 
with calls from student LPs. Some Further Education students for example say they have been told 
they could not get Income Support when they were entitled.  

 
North Ayrshire 
Caller unsure why she had a shortfall in her rent and thought it was because her landlord was asking 
for the rent 4 weekly rather than monthly.  However further investigation discovered her Housing 
Benefit  was  reduced following the reduction in the  Local Housing Allowance (to 30% percentile) 
 

Perth & Kinross 
Lone parent just moved from Income Support to JSA needed to know her rights on how she could 
restrict the hours she's available for work. She was sent the DWP JSA Regs.so that she could argue 
the point with her Adviser.  
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Parents Experiences   
 
 
North Lanarkshire 
Caller had Benefit “better-off” calculation done by LPHL Advisor  and phoned back today as she had  
decided to take a job but need up-front childcare costs and money to buy clothes. JC+  said they 
can't help as Adviser Discretionary Fund no longer exists.  
 

Edinburgh 
Lone mother worried about going on to JSA. Reported that she had been told she would have to find 
a job in two weeks or lose her benefits. Also said she was  told she might have to work at night. 

 
Edinburgh 
Lone parent very upset  - reported that she had being told by JC+ adviser that she would lose her 
JSA if she did not get a job despite there being no available childcare.  
 

Aberdeen 
A Grandmother called for advice as her daughter has a 3 year old and has been told by the 
Jobcentre that in February 2012 she must go onto JSA and seek work. This is incorrect, but she said 
her daughter is very worried about finding childcare and a job by February.  
 

Aberdeen 
Mother calling on behalf of her two daughters. One is expecting her first baby and is having trouble 
getting IS. The other, according to the caller ,had been given wrong info from JC+ re moving from IS 
to JSA. 

 
Dundee 
Caller has been trying to find a job of 16 hours + but can't find anything. She was stressed & worried 
about the jobcentre thinking she isn't trying hard enough to find employment. 

 
Paisley 
Lone Mother offered a job of 33 hours per week and was happy at first but is now worried as it 
means leaving her 11 year old son, who is on the autistic spectrum, on his own some nights and 
weekends. She reported that she was told by her Employability Advisor not to worry as her son will 
be ok on his own. Although she is only required to work 16hr because of her child’s needs she was 
worried about telling her Advisor she didn't want to take the job at these hours as she had heard 
about the threat of a benefit penalty.  
  

Fife 
A lone parent called the Helpline in distress. She is taking part in a work programme and she 
reported that the Employability Advisor has said a 20hr job was not enough. Her daughter is 10 and 
she wants to work part time to fit with school hours. She said  the Work Programme Advisor also 
gave her an appointment at 9.30am and she wanted a later appointment as she needed to travel on 
2 buses and she takes her daughter to school. The Advisor told her to get her child into after school 
care and also it was alright to leave her a couple of hours on her own. The parent said she didn’t 
want to leave her daughter alone as she was too young.  
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Gaps & Recommendations  
 
There are three key areas of particular concern to lone parents which are not covered by the 

Scottish Governments Legislative Consent Memorandum: 

 

Conditionality Impact:  From November 2011 Jobcentre Plus will inform lone parents not in paid 

work, whose youngest child is age five or six that they will be required to seek employment or face 
potential cuts to their benefits. At a time when unemployment figures are at a 17 year high, OPFS  
believes that this will put unfair and unrealistic pressure on thousands of families. According to DWP 
research benefit sanctions have only a negligible effect on lone parent job-seeking behaviour. For 
example the most common reasons for parents on Income Support failing to attend work-focused 
interviews were ill health, caring responsibilities and simply forgetting.

13
  

The records show JCP is not restrained in issuing cuts to Lone Parents Benefits.In the year up to 
and including March 2011, 76,400 sanctions were imposed on lone parents in receipt of Income 
Support across the UK. (A reduction in the amount of IS the parent receives by an amount equal to 

20% of the Income Support personal allowance.) This is an increase from 31,000 sanctions in 2005. 

This represents 7% of all Income Support lone parents in that 12 month period.
14

 In February 2011 
there were 49,220 lone parents on Income Support in Scotland.

15
  A 7% calculation means around 

3,500 of these parents have been issued a benefit cut.  
 

Childcare Infrastructure: Most lone parents want to have the opportunity to combine paid work 

with the vital job of being a parent. The Welfare Reform Bill, however, fails to recognise that the 
required childcare infrastructure is lacking in many parts of the UK including Scotland – particularly 
before school starts and after it finishes, and during school holidays – and is insufficient to meet the 
demands being made upon benefit claimants. Conditionality will also apply to Lone Parents who are 
working who will be told they must earn more or face a sliding scale of cuts to their income.

16
 This 

will be defined by an earnings threshold, the equivalent of a 35-hour week on the national minimum 
wage (currently £212.80). Workers who fall below this threshold must increase their work with their 
current employer, or look for an additional job or for a new one. The threshold for lone parents with a 
child under 13 will be about 20 hours with gross pay of £120. With children over 12 they will be 
expected to work full time within 90 minutes of their home. 

17
 OPFS does not believe the affordable, 

flexible, high quality childcare infrastructure is place to meet these stringent demands. 
18

 
 

Child Maintenance Changes: The implications of the UK Welfare Reform Bill on the child 

maintenance system are extremely serious for parents. The new system is designed to encourage 
parents to come to voluntary agreements. However there are concerns as to how voluntary 
arrangements would be conducted safely in the context of an abusive relationship. Family support 
services required to support voluntary agreements operate on a different basis in Scotland and 
England, and little account appears to have been taken of this in the UK legislation. The proposed 
new statutory maintenance service will charge an up-front access fee of between £50 and £100, and 
deduct as much as 12% from the parent with care and as much as 20% from the non resident 
parent. This will have major impact on families in poverty 
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Key Recommendations  
 

Action 1. Conditionality: OPFS would argue that it should be possible for the regulations that will 

be part of secondary legislation, to be adapted to take into account the Scottish conditions. A 
Scottish specific regulation could make provision to ensure that: “Where a parent does not have 
guaranteed and predictable access to high quality, flexible and affordable child care, JCP must have 
regard to the impact on the well-being of any child who may be affected by this, and the Secretary of 
State may not impose a sanction on the claimant.” 

 

Action 2. Childcare: Recognition of the impact on Scottish Childcare Infrastructure of requirement 

for LPS & partners of Job Seekers to claim JSA & look for work when their youngest child is 5 years 
& for lone parents in work to increase their hours.  To consider a request for extra resources from 
Westminster to respond to increased demand. 

 
Action 3. Child Maintenance: Scottish Government to plan to address the potential impact of 

child maintenance changes in Scotland and to look at what infrastructure exists that might support 

parents through the separation/divorce process. For example greater public investment in 

information, advice and support services for separating parents to empower them to adjust to the 
emotional  impact and practicalities of solo parenting, to overcome conflict  with their ex-partner and 
to cooperate in matters relating to their children.   

 

 

 

A Different Way  

If we compare the poverty risk of children in lone parent families across countries we find remarkable 

differences. Rates vary significantly, but they do not depend on the prevalence of lone parent 

families. Sweden has one of the highest numbers of children living in lone parent families and the 

lowest child poverty rate across 27 EU countries, whilst the UK has the second highest number and 

one of the highest poverty levels.
19

 Why is this? The risk of poverty faced by lone parent families is 

dependent on the type of welfare state, i.e. on the kind, level and mixes of policies that impact on 

lone parents, and on their objectives. In the UK we have an “Adult Worker “model. The main 

assumption of this model is that all capable adults should be in employment independent of the type 

of family they live in.  
The Parent-Worker model in  Scandinavian countries have assumptions underpinning their policies 
that families are diverse and that adults should be supported as parents and workers. Parents are 
supported as workers through the provision of good quality childcare and  family friendly employment 
opportunities.  

 
 
Marion Davis 
Policy, Development & Training Manager 
Choices - One Parent Families Scotland 
100 Wellington Street, Glasgow, G2 6DH 
Tel: 0141 847 0444 
marion.davis@opfs.org.uk    
www.opfs.org.uk 
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