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WRITTEN SUBMISSION FROM ONE PARENT FAMILIES SCOTLAND 
 

One Parent Families Scotland (OPFS) is Scotland’s national single parent 
organisation. Building on over 65 years of advocacy and service-delivery 
expertise, OPFS provides expert information, advice & support, along with 
training activities, work preparation programmes & flexible childcare. Services 
include: 
 

• National Information Service for  lone parents and others working with 
lone parents:  

• Community based advocacy, family support services and personal 
development programmes in Dundee, Falkirk, Edinburgh, Lanarkshire 
& Glasgow. 

• Marks & Spencer Lone Parent Programme 

• Lone Parent Peer Mentoring Service 

• Specialist Services: young lone parents; lone & contact fathers; student 
lone parents. 

• Training for intermediaries and Lone Parents 

• Flexible childcare services in seven LA’s : Glasgow ; Renfrewshire; 
Lanarkshire; Fife; Dundee; Angus and Aberdeenshire 

• Mobile crèche services 

• Policy, Research and lobbying decision makers at all levels in 
government  

• 200 + staff, turnover of over £2m                                          
 
It is estimated that there are over 165,500 single parents with 281,000 
children in Scotland.1  By 2033, the number of households containing one 
adult with children is projected to rise to 238,000 (24% to 38%) 2 Over four in 
every 10 (43%) children in single parent families are poor, compared to just 
over two in 10 (22%) of children in couple families  3 
Working on a day-to-day basis with families, OPFS is well-placed to represent 
the views of single parents, and to support them to engage with policy makers 
on key concerns. 
 
Partnership working represents an important means of influencing policy and 
OPFS is involved in a significant number of partnerships including: the Early 
Years Collaborative; Parenting across Scotland; Family Learning Network; 
CPAG; Scottish Campaign on Welfare Reform, the Poverty Alliance, the 
Ministerial Advisory Group on Child Poverty, and the Scottish Government’s 
Welfare Reform Scrutiny Group.   
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
1
 Household Projections for Scotland, National Records of Scotland, June 2012 

2
 Household Projections for Scotland, National Records of Scotland, 2008 

3
 Households Below Average Income (HBAI) 1994/95-2011/12, Table 4.5db. DWP,2013 
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1. Introduction 
 
OPFS is pleased to be able to contribute to the Welfare Reform Committee 
work on the issue of the revised benefits sanction regime 4resulting from the 
UK Government’s welfare reforms.    
This briefing note will describe what the key issues are for single parents and 
the practical experiences of those practitioners who are working with parents 
who are being affected by benefit sanctions. Through our feedback from 
parents on their experiences we are able to identify the key challenges they 
face in their day-to-day lives. 
 
One Parent Families Scotland’s written submission will explore some of the 
following questions: 

 

 The process for applying sanctions, including how discretion is being 
applied by local jobcentre plus offices. 

 The impact of the sanctions on individuals. 

 Whether particular groups of people are being more adversely affected 
by sanctions. 

 Whether sanctions are encouraging claimants to meet the claimant 
commitment or not. 

 How the financial hardship provisions are working and any potential 
overlap with the Scottish welfare fund. 

 

However before responding to the questions, this submission will provide 
some general background on single parents and the policy context which 
impacts on their situation. 

 

One Parent Families Scotland aims to challenge the myths and stereotypes 
about one parent families whether headed by a single mother or a single 
father. It can be a challenge to bring up your children on your own, being 
solely responsible for their care and the family income.  Single parents do a 
great job and are worthy of recognition as well as support and advice to get 
through hard times. The media’s coverage of single parents is often 
dominated by negative headlines where they are talked about in a negative or 
stereotypical light. The facts rather than the myths about one parent families 
challenge perceptions of lone mums & dads, who deserve to be congratulated 
and not condemned. 
 
 

2. Facts about Single Parents  
 

Profile of Single Parents 
 

 It is estimated that there are over 165,500 single parents with 281,000 

children in Scotland5. 

                                                 
4
 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/238839/jsa-overview-of-revised-

sanctions-regime.pdf  
5
 Household Projections for Scotland, National Records of Scotland, June 2012 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/238839/jsa-overview-of-revised-sanctions-regime.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/238839/jsa-overview-of-revised-sanctions-regime.pdf
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 By 2033, Lone Parent Households are projected to rise to 238,000 (from 24% 

to 38%)6    

 Less than 2 per cent of lone parents are teenagers 
7
 

 Around 8% of single parents are fathers
8
 

 The median age of lone parents is 38.1 
9
 

 59.2% of lone parents are in work in Scotland, up 14.5 percentage points 

since1997 
10

 

Single Parent Families and Poverty 
 

 Around four in every 10 (41 per cent) of children in lone parent families 

are poor, compared to just over two in every 10 of children in couple 

families 11 

 The poverty rate for one parent families where the parent works part 

time is 23 per cent, and 18 per cent where the parent works full time 12 

 38 per cent of lone parents said that money always runs out before the 

end of the week/month compared to 19 per cent of couples 13 

Family Life 
 

 At least 9 per cent of single parents share the care of their child 

equally, or nearly equally, with the other parent 14  

 The majority of children have face to face contact with their other 

parent. 71 per cent of resident parents said that their child had direct 

contact with the other parent 15 

 Parental separation by itself is not considered predictive of poor 

outcomes in children 16Parental conflict has been identified as a key 

mediating variable in producing negative outcomes in children. A 

comparison between couple families experiencing high levels of conflict 

with single parent families found that children fared less well in 

conflicted couple families, demonstrating that family functioning has a 

greater impact than family structure in contributing to child outcomes 17 

 
 

                                                 
6
 Household Projections for Scotland, National Records of Scotland, 2008 

7
 Annual Population Survey (APS), (Labour Force Survey plus boost), 2009 data 

8
 Lone parents with dependent children, January 2012, Office for National Statistics 

9
 Lone parents with dependent children, January 2012, Office for National Statistics 

10
 Working and Workless Households, 2012, Table P. ONS Statistical Bulletin, August 2012  

11
 Households Below Average Income, An analysis of the income distribution 1994/95 – 2009/10, Table 4.14ts.    

    Department for Work and Pensions, 2011  
12

Households Below Average Income, An analysis of the income distribution 1994/95 – 2009/10, Table 4.11ts.  
   Department for Work and Pensions, 2011  

13
 Family and Children Survey 2008, Table 8.8. DWP, 2010 

14
 Problematic contact after separation and divorce. Peacey V. ; Hunt, J. Gingerbread, 2008  

15
 I’m not saying it was easy...Contact problems in separated families. Peacey, V., Hunt, J. Gingerbread, 2009  

16
 Impact of Family Breakdown on Children’s Well-Being. Mooney, A., Oliver, C., Smith, M. Thomas Coram Research   

    Unit, Institute of Education, University of London, 2009  
17

 Impact of Family Breakdown on Children’s Well-Being. Mooney, A., Oliver, C., Smith, M. Thomas Coram Research  
    Unit, Institute of Education, University of London, 2009  
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3. Policy Context 
 
Westminster Government  
 
UK government welfare reform 18changes to the benefits system have had a 
devastating impact on single parents. They are now required to sign on when 
their youngest child is 5 years and to look for employment. In recent years, single 
mothers on welfare have gone to work in unprecedented numbers. 57% of 
working-age lone parents are working; up from 51% a decade ago. A further 23% 
are not working but want to. 19 
 
But with limited skills and work histories, single mothers usually get low-paying 
jobs and remain in poverty. An estimated 40 per cent of all lone parents have no 
qualifications 20 and even those with qualifications are concentrated in low-paying 
occupations. Many researchers have stressed that lone parents with relatively 
poor educational attainment can expect only poorly paid jobs.  
 
Since recipients with higher skills tend to get better jobs, 21it seems logical that 
education and training should play a central role in welfare reform. However the 
UK government has chosen a ‘work-first’ approach which is based on 
conditionality & sanctions , rather then the alternative ‘human capital 
development’ approach which involves long-term investments in education, 
training, skills, health, wellbeing and personal development. 22 
 
This means access to further & higher education for single parents is now almost 
impossible – when their children are under five years barriers to training or 
education are immense including the shortage of flexible childcare; when their 
children are 5 years and over they must sign on and be available for work or lose 
benefit. 
 
With essential living costs mounting, OPFS knows many families have to make 
difficult choices; and the freeze on benefits and tax credits has made these 
choices even harder. Analysis of the chancellor's decision to impose a three year 
real-term cut to benefits by the Resolution Foundation reveals that the losses for 
lone parents are more than ten times as large as for single people without 
children.23  
 

 
4. JSA Conditionality and Sanctions 
 
In addition to cuts to the level of benefit, thousands of lone parents have faced 
sanctions which mean a further cut to their benefit as the government removes 
vital protection from sanctions for job-seeking lone parents. OPFS staff working 
with vulnerable families in local communities are reporting that there has been a 

                                                 
18

 https://www.gov.uk/government/policies/simplifying-the-welfare-system-and-making-sure-work-pays  
19

 http://www.poverty.org.uk/46/index.shtml  
20

 http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm199798/cmselect/cmeduemp/646/64602.htm  
21

 Walker and Zhu. (2007). 'The Labour Market Effects of Qualifications', Futureskills Scotland.   
    http://www.futureskillsscotland.org.uk/web/site/home/Reports/WhatEmployersThink/Report_Skill_Gaps.asp  
22

 http://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/CPAG_Poverty139_CanWelfareReformWork_0.pdf  
23

 http://www.resolutionfoundation.org/media/media/downloads/Resolution_Foundation_AS_Reaction.pdf  

https://www.gov.uk/government/policies/simplifying-the-welfare-system-and-making-sure-work-pays
http://www.poverty.org.uk/46/index.shtml
http://www.publications.parliament.uk/pa/cm199798/cmselect/cmeduemp/646/64602.htm
http://www.futureskillsscotland.org.uk/web/site/home/Reports/WhatEmployersThink/Report_Skill_Gaps.asp
http://cpag.org.uk/sites/default/files/CPAG_Poverty139_CanWelfareReformWork_0.pdf
http://www.resolutionfoundation.org/media/media/downloads/Resolution_Foundation_AS_Reaction.pdf
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dramatic increase in numbers of lone parents who have been wrongly 
sanctioned. 

 
If you are a lone parent and so have childcare responsibilities, you must be 
available for work to qualify for JSA. However, some special rules can apply. 
24You may be able to restrict your hours to less than 40 a week. If you have a 
child under 13, you only need to be available for work during your child’s normal 
school hours.   
 
If you have caring responsibilities, you can restrict the total hours you are 
available to less than 40 hours a week if: you are available for employment for at 
least 16 hours a week and for as many hours as your caring responsibilities 
permit; and you have a reasonable chance of securing employment despite the 
restricted hours you are available. You do not have to show this if you have 
caring responsibilities for a child under 16 and the Advisor decides that you would 
not satisfy this condition because of the type and number of job vacancies within 
daily travelling distance of your home. 
 
However OPFS Advisors regularly hear from lone parents who have been 
wrongly sanctioned or threatened with sanctions by the Job Centre or their 
private sector Work Programme Advisor. 
 
 
Single Parents Experiences  
 
OPFS has had a number of cases where single parents have been negatively 
impacted by changes to the benefits system. (See Appendix A). Some of the 
issues include: 
 

 Parents are unclear about their rights e.g. at what age can a parent leave 
their child on her/his own to go to work. Can a parent take travel time into 
account? Can a parent refuse a job if they are not better off? Parents feel 
that they are unsure of their rights leaving them in a vulnerable position 
and often unable to challenge decisions. Parents feedback highlights that 
the “ claimant commitment “ disempowers them “. The power imbalance 
means parents are unable to negotiate what’s best for their children. 
 

 Lone Parent Flexibities are not being adhered to, in that lone parents are 
being told to apply for jobs which they would find difficult to sustain given 
their existing caring commitments. JCP interpretation of the new guidance 
on JSA is often flawed. For eg a lone parents need to be able to take 
primary school child to school & pick up after school should take 
precedence over 90 min travel to work expectation. However some 
parents have been told by JCP they need to travel & that it’s okay to leave 
their child unsupervised. 

 

                                                 
24

 http://www.gingerbread.org.uk/factsheet_special-rules-for-single-parents  

http://www.gingerbread.org.uk/factsheet/32/Jobseeker%E2%80%99s-allowance-%E2%80%93-special-rules-for-single-parents
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 LPs experiencing increasing judgmental attitudes by JCP staff. Signing on 
in hols - told not to bring child. Very little support from JCP when sign on" 
You may have s degree but you're a single mum on JSA so a jobs a job." 

 

 OPFS staff have been told by JCP Advisers anecdotally that JCP have 
targets for sanctions. Also sanctions are automatically applied if rules are 
breached e.g. someone not turning up for an   appointment, so a valid 
excuse is no protection. 

 

 Interaction between welfare reform & devolved areas. Pressure on parents 
from JCP re responsibilities as Job Seeker but what about Rights- cc; 
access to crisis help when sanctioned ; cost of moving when affected by 
bedroom tax. 

 

 SPs say are being pushed into low paid unsustainable, low paid work 
 Children under five , no childcare  if they want to train, access educ. 

Etc 
 Children over five,  required to be available & look for work so 

prevented from taking up further /higher education. 
 

 There is a lack of specialist advice geared to single parents needs – many 
parents feel that  CABs  are not equipped to deal with the tailored  needs 
of single parents. 

 
 

Summary-Key Issues  
 
1. Lone Parents have reported back to OPFS & our partners that there has been 
a cultural shift within some JCP offices where lone parents are treated in a 
judgemental way and with disrespect. 
 
2. Lone Parents are often very unsure of why they were sanctioned and tell us 
that they had not received a letter from the Job Centre informing them of the 
sanction.  
 
3. In many of the cases being sent to OPFS the sanctions had been applied 
unfairly, where lone parents have tried their upmost to follow the directives of the 
Advisor but because of a very narrow interpretation of the rules or for reasons 
that were beyond their control they are being sanctioned. 
 
4. Parents, in most cases had not received any information about how to appeal 
against the sanction.  
 
5. Lone parents with young school age children are being told they need to apply 
for jobs which may involve up to 90 mins. travel a day when it’s clear they don’t 
have access to the out of school care to make that a viable option. 
 
6. Some Lone Parents whose children turn 5 years, months before they are at 
school, are being pressurised to be available for work. Parents who have a child 
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with a disability, behavioural issues or ill health are not being given a tailored 
service and are treated like any other “Job- Seeker” 

 
7. Issues of digital access are being ignored so that sanctions are being applied 
to lone parents who: don’t have access to a PC; don’t have broadband; or don’t 
have the on-line skills required by JCP to meet job search requirements. 
 
8. Lone Parents are being discouraged from accessing volunteering opportunities 
/ participating in training – for example OPFS Big Lottery funded training. 
 
9. OPFS has cases where a parent has been told to attend a JCP course with 
one days notice or face being sanctioned. 
 
10. Lone Parents are being forced into applying for low paid unsustainable jobs 
while their existing skills & qualifications are being ignored. 
 

 
OPFS Recommendations  
 
1. Job Centre Plus should review its communications with lone parents and 
ensure that important information about sanctions and appeals reaches them 
effectively. In particular, clients should understand the reason why the sanction 
has been imposed and how they can appeal against it.  
 
2. Single Parents should also be given information about Hardship Payments25 
and the Scottish Welfare Fund.26 
 
3. Job Centre Plus should ensure that parent’s individual circumstances are 
investigated and taken into account when deciding whether to impose a sanction. 
Sanctions should used as a last resort, when all other avenues of action have 
been explored, including that of providing additional support through partners 
such as OPFS  to the claimant to ensure that benefit conditions are met. 
 
4. Issues of digital inclusion must be addressed. 
 
5. Sanctions should be fair and proportional. Lone Parents should not be 
sanctioned for things that are not their fault, such as administrative errors, or for 
issues that are beyond their control. 
 
6. JCP Advisor training on lone parent issues & the challenge of being a sole 
breadwinner & carer  
 
7. JCP should consider reintroducing specialist JSA Lone Parent Advisors who 
are trained to understand the challenges facing JSA Single Parents. 
 
 
 

 

                                                 
25 http://www.opfs.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/fs02_changes-to-is-and-jsa_201304.pdf  
26 http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/People/welfarereform/scottishwelfarefund  

http://www.opfs.org.uk/wp-content/uploads/2013/07/fs02_changes-to-is-and-jsa_201304.pdf
http://www.scotland.gov.uk/Topics/People/welfarereform/scottishwelfarefund
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5. Universal Credit - Conditionality and Sanctions 
 

Under Universal Credit, single parents whose youngest child is aged five or over 
will be subject to all work-related requirements as they are under Jobseekers 
Allowance (JSA).  Despite government assurances during the passage of the 
Welfare Reform Act 2012, the flexibilities available to job seeking single parents 
are changing. (See Appendix B)  Only one (out of 12) of the current flexibilities 
has been migrated into new regulations in its entirety. The other 11 have either 
not been accounted for at all or have been qualified to narrow their application. 
 
For example, in Universal Credit regulations, single parents will still be able to 
restrict the number of hours they can work, but only if they can demonstrate there 
are jobs at those hours. Single Parents who are sanctioned will lose £71 a week 
for a minimum of three months– money that is absolutely essential for paying gas 
and electricity bills and the weekly food shop for their families – and can have the 
money stopped for six months or three years for repeat ‘offences’.27   

 
The following regulations for lone parents are among those weakened under new 
universal credit proposals28: 
 

 Limiting job searches to school hours (including travel time) if their child is 

under 13: under new regulations lone parents will only be able to do 

this if they can prove that jobs within school hours are available in 

their local area. 

 Being able to turn down a job if there is no suitable or affordable childcare 

available: downgraded from regulation to guidance. 

 Being able to leave their job if their childcare arrangements fall through 

and they are unable to make alternative arrangements: downgraded from 

regulation to guidance. 

 
6. Conclusion  
  
Two sets of issues recur time and again in the case studies detailed in the 
appendices:  
 

 The system and how it is applied;  

 Advisers getting things wrong. 
 

First, there is often little or no consideration given to a lone parent’s need to fit 
their hours of work around their child-care responsibilities.  This involves JCP 
(and Work Programme agencies) requiring the lone parent to pursue jobs that are 
inappropriate or incompatible with their childcare needs.  Not recognising this, 
leads to sanctions being imposed which in some cases means no money at all 

                                                 
27

 JSA claimants currently receive £71 a week and will receive a similar amount under universal credit. 
28 Jobseeker’s Allowance Regulations 1996 as amended by Regulation 11 (8) of the Social Security (Lone Parents 

and Miscellaneous Amendments) Regulations 2008   
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coming in to the home.  This is bringing people into severe financial hardship. A 
high percentage of sanctions decisions against single parents are overturned. 
(See Appendix C) 
 
The second set of issues is around wrong advice, bad advice and incomplete 
advice. The common feature of all the case studies is that people are living at the 
margin.  A missed payment or sanctioned benefit means no money coming in to 
the house – directly affecting the children as well as the parent.  Further, the 
system appears to have no flexibility to take account of the impact of sanctions 
on children. Research shows may lone parents and their children already suffer 
poor health. 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 29 and 34 per cent have a child with a 
disability 30These are highly stressful situations for lone parents, and it is no 
surprise that mental health issues have been mentioned several times. 

 
SSAC Recommendations  
 
The Government’s Social Security Advisory Committee (SSAC), in its 2012 
review of conditionality and sanctions in the benefits system, concluded that for 
conditionality to work in practice, three kinds of practical steps were required 31:  
 
1. Communication: ensuring that benefit claimants have a clear understanding 
of the conditions which a benefit claim involves and of the penalties for non-
compliance; where a claimant is under threat of sanction, information on how to 
provide evidence of good cause for non-compliance and how to get a sanction 
reversed. When a sanction is imposed, clear information about why and for how 
long.  
 
2. Personalisation: Conditions need to be unambiguous, achievable and 
demonstrable and tailored to individual claimants’ circumstances. Vulnerable 
claimants need to be identified and given appropriate support. Before a claimant 
is sanctioned their reasons for non-compliance need to be investigated. 
Sanctions should be used only as a last resort.  
 
3. Fairness: unintended consequences of sanctions should be monitored and 
appropriate hardship arrangements need to be available. Claimants should be 
given the chance to learn from their experiences and avoid further sanctions 
where possible. 

 
OPFS recommend that the findings of the SSAC should be implemented swiftly 
and effectively. 

 
 
 
 
 

                                                 
29  Family and Children Survey 2008, Table 3.2. DWP, 2010 
30 Family and Children Survey 2008, Table 12.5. DWP, 2010 
31 http://ssac.independent.gov.uk/pdf/universal-credit-and-conditionality.pdf 

http://ssac.independent.gov.uk/pdf/universal-credit-and-conditionality.pdf
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Appendix A: Case studies  
 
Case Studies are from calls to OPFS lone parent helpline & parents 
attending OPFS services. Parents have been anonymised.  All rules are 
based on the existing regulations, not the new Universal Credit 
guidance. 
 
 
1. Find a job of at least 25 - 30 hours or may face sanction  
Ann called the Advice Line as she was very worried & stressed as had been 
told by Job Centre that she must find a job of at least 25 - 30 hours and may 
have to travel 90 minutes or she may get her benefit cut. She has an 8 year 
old child.  
 
The rules: 
 Lone parents with children aged under 13yrs can limit their availability for 
work to fit with school hours.  Not being able to find suitable childcare is also 
accepted as good cause to turn down a job. In addition, while regulations do 
say that lone parents in receipt of JSA have to be available for work within 
school hours, travel time must also be taken into consideration.  
 
2. Parent advised its okay to leave 10 year old on own after school to 
take up employment  
Barbara called the Helpline in distress. She is taking part in the Work 
Programme and she reported that the Employability Advisor at the private 
company that delivers the work programme 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 even though the local service is full 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. 
 
The rules: 
Lone parents with children aged under 13 can limit their availability for work to 
fit with school hours. Under current regulations, being unable to find childcare 
to enable you to take up a certain job protects lone parents from being 
sanctioned.  
In addition, while regulations do say that lone parents in receipt of JSA have 
to be available for work within school hours, travel time must also be taken 
into consideration, so, depending on the school hours of Barbara’s daughter, 
stipulating 9am to 3pm is also likely to be in breach of current regulations.   
There is no legal age limit for leaving a child on their own, but it’s an offence 
to do so if it places them at risk. Parents can be prosecuted for neglect if they 
leave a child unsupervised “in a manner likely to cause unnecessary suffering 
or injury to health”. 
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3. Fear of Benefit Sanction  
Christine was offered a job of 30 hours per week and was happy at first but is 
now worried as it turns out 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 based at her Work Programme 
provider not to worry as her son will be ok on his own. Although she is only 
required to work16hrs 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. 
 
The rules: 
Lone parents with children aged under 13 can limit their availability for work to 
fit with school hours.  Not being able to find suitable childcare is also accepted 
as good cause to turn down a job. If a child is aged under 13, you cannot be 
required to leave them on their own after school.   
There is no legal age limit for leaving a child on their own, but it’s an offence 
to do so if it places them at risk. Parents can be prosecuted for neglect if they 
leave a child unsupervised “in a manner likely to cause unnecessary suffering 
or injury to health”. 
 

 
4. Must take a job or face losing benefit 
Debbie had always worked but had to stop due to youngest child’s health. Her 
children are 8yrs & 10yrs.She had been moved from IS to JSA and was told 
by JCP that if a job came up she must take it or face losing benefit. Her after 
school club is full and there is no family to help out. She was advised that in 
Scotland you can leave you child on their own so she can go to work.  
 
The rules: 
Lone parents with children aged under 13 can limit their availability for work to 
fit with school hours.  Not being able to find suitable childcare is also accepted 
as good cause to turn down a job. 
There is no legal age limit for leaving a child on their own, but it’s an offence 
to do so if it places them at risk. Parents can be prosecuted for neglect if they 
leave a child unsupervised “in a manner likely to cause unnecessary suffering 
or injury to health”. If a child is aged under 13, you cannot be required to leave 
them on their own after school.   
 
5. Worse off in Work  
Eileen has a long work history, but moved to Glasgow (mother’s home) to 
escape domestic violence in England.   She eventually moved into 
unfurnished accommodation, with a furniture package (£200mthly), which was 
paid by Housing Benefit. She has two children, 5yrs & 6yrs   Mother recently 
diagnosed with terminal cancer.  She is also now acting effectively as her 
mother’s carer. As she is on JSA she is mandated to continually apply for 
jobs, but not made aware by JCP that help with the furniture package would 
stop if she moved into work. This means in most low paid jobs she would be 
much worse off in  
work. JCP requiring her to consider jobs up to 90 minutes travel time away 
from home but she needs to get child to school – breakfast clubs not open in 
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time to accommodate 90 minute travel time.  Eileen is under constant threat of 
being sanctioned if she doesn’t comply. 
   
The rules: 
JCP decision makers need to consider whether someone had good reason 
before imposing a sanction, ie it shouldn’t be automatic. The rules are not that 
unclear about what hours and when a lone parent is expected to be available 
for work – only expected to be available during school hours and allows for 
travel time, when child under 13. 
 
6. Transition from Income Support to JSA  
 
Fiona has one daughter 6 yrs. old.  She is unemployed, and has mental 
health issues.  She also has a key worker. Fiona had to move out of her flat to 
stay with her mother as she couldn’t afford to heat it. She didn’t pick up her 
mail as she was unwell and therefore missed appointments to transition her 
from Income Support to JSA which meant that her Income Support was 
stopped. She called the JCP new claims contact line and they gave her an  
interview/appointment at JCP for the following week and was told that it could 
take 2 weeks for her to receive a payment.  

 
She then called JCP Social Fund Crisis Loan Line. After explaining that she 
had absolutely no income for herself or her 6 year old daughter she was told 
that she had already received her quota of 3 crisis loans. She was refused the 
Crisis Loan. Now frantic Fiona called JCP for an Alignment Payment from 
JCP whilst claim was processing she received £32.12 for herself and her 6 
year old daughter to live on until her full JSA claim was processed. Fiona has 
now abandoned her daughter with her mother who has had to give up work & 
is now in the situation of being a Kinship Carer. 
 

 
The rules: 
 
Since May 2012, changes have be phased in so that lone parents with a 
youngest child aged 5 or above are unable to claim Income Support and are 
expected to look for paid work. While looking for work, they are entitled to 
claim JSA, or Employment and Support Allowance if they are not able to work 
due to a health condition or disability. Parents are notified 8 weeks before 
Income Support will be stopped. They are asked to attend a voluntary 
interview where Jobcentre Plus discusses the changes with and what needs 
to happen next. Jobcentre Plus will then arrange a New Jobseeker Interview 
at the local office after the initial voluntary interview. At this interview, the 
parent will meet with a personal adviser and together they will decide the 
steps the parent need to take in order to improve their chances of finding a 
job.  
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Appendix B: Comparison table of flexibilities in current regulations and 
the provision of flexibilities in Universal Credit draft regulations 
 
 

 
Provision for flexibilities in current 
regulations 
 

Provision for flexibilities in 
Universal Credit draft regulations 

 
Regulations that have no comparable Universal Credit regulation  
 

 
Single parents with a dependent child 
under 13 can limit the hours they 
work to their child’s usual school 
hours, even if there are no 
reasonable prospects of finding work. 
 

 
Failure to comply with a work 
availability requirement could be 
sanctioned for three months, six 
months or three years depending on 
whether the claimant has been non-
compliant on previous occasions. 
 

 
Single parents with a dependent child 
aged between 13 and 16 can limit the 
hours they work according to their 
caring responsibilities, even if there 
are no reasonable prospects of 
finding work. 
 

 
Failure to comply with a work 
availability requirement could be 
sanctioned for three months, six 
months or three years depending on 
whether the claimant has been non-
compliant on previous occasions. 

 
Refusing a job offer or to follow an 
instruction from an advisor when 
there is no affordable or appropriate 
childcare available 
 

 
Failure to comply with a work 
availability requirement could be 
sanctioned for three months, six 
months or three years depending on 
whether the claimant has been non-
compliant on previous occasions. 
 

 
Leaving a job because of a lack of 
available and affordable childcare  
 

 
Failure to comply with a work 
availability requirement could be 
sanctioned for three months, six 
months or three years depending on 
whether the claimant has been non-
compliant on previous occasions. 
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Allowing up to seven days to attend a 
job interview to take account of caring 
responsibilities 

 
Failure to comply with a work 
availability requirement could be 
sanctioned for three months, six 
months or three years depending on 
whether the claimant has been non-
compliant on previous occasions. 
 
 
 
 

 
Limiting work search requirements 
when a child has been excluded from 
school  
 

 
Failure to comply with a work search 
requirements could attract a medium 
or higher level sanction. 
 

 
Limiting work search requirements 
when there is no affordable, 
appropriate childcare available during 
the school holidays 
 

 
Failure to comply with a work search 
requirements could attract a medium 
or higher level sanction. 

 
Limiting work search requirements 
when a claimant is subject to a 
parenting order or contract 
 

 
Failure to comply with a work search 
requirements could attract a medium 
or higher level sanction. 

 
Regulations that have been limited in Universal Credit regulations 
  

 
Limiting work search and work 
availability requirements when 
dealing with a death involving a close 
friend or family member 
 

 
Regulation 99 (3) (d) only applies to 
the death of a claimant’s partner or a 
claimant’s child  

 
Limiting work search and work 
availability requirements when 
dealing with a serious illness involving 
a close friend or family member 
 

 
This may be covered in guidance 
relating to regulation 99 (5) (b) under 
temporary circumstances  

 
Limiting work search and work 
availability requirements when 
dealing with a domestic emergency 
involving a close friend or family 
member 
 

 
This is covered regulation 99 (5) (b) 
however timeframes are not 
stipulated  
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Regulations that are being matched in Universal Credit 
 

 
A single parent can take up to one 
month to take up paid work and be 
treated as fulfilling the work 
availability requirement 
 

 
Equivalent regulation: 96 (3) (b) 
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Appendix C: Data on Sanctions 32 
 
UK SP data is for Oct 2012 to June 2013.   
JSA headlines 

 Total nos: 74,920 JSA sanctions for SPs (to put into context, at June 2013 
there 146,660 single parent JSA claimants)33 

 Type of sanctions assessed: Similar spread by level of sanction as non-
SPs (c60% were low level; slightly more likely than non-SPs to have 
intermediate level sanctions (30% vs 21%) 

  Likelihood of decisions overturned (‘non-adverse decisions’): SPs 
more likely to have decisions overturned than non-SPs, particularly 
the case for low and high level sanctions – suggests they are being 
unfairly sanctioned in the first place…chart copied below 

 Type of adverse decisions (ie sanctions imposed): Similar spread by level 
of sanction as non-SPs (c50% were low level; slightly more likely than 
non-SPs to be intermediate, and less likely to be high level sanctions) 

   
The key difference to highlight from this data is the rate of ‘non-adverse’ 
– i.e. overturned sanctions, which is higher for SPs and suggests a 
particular lack of understanding about when sanctions should apply to 
SPs. Worryingly, the difference is highest for high level sanctions, which 
would have the biggest impact on incomes. 
 
 

 

                                                 
32 https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/255176/sanctions-nov-
2013.pdf  
33 https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/lone-parents-receiving-jobseekers-allowance-claimant-
count 

https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/255176/sanctions-nov-2013.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/uploads/system/uploads/attachment_data/file/255176/sanctions-nov-2013.pdf
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/lone-parents-receiving-jobseekers-allowance-claimant-count
https://www.gov.uk/government/statistical-data-sets/lone-parents-receiving-jobseekers-allowance-claimant-count
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