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Summary 
Lone parent families are a growing feature of Irish society. Between Census 2002 and 
Census 2006, the number of lone parent families with children under 15 increased 
substantially. Lone parent families are the focus of contemporary attention because 
they are disproportionately subject to poverty, with a consistent poverty rate which is 
three and a half times that of the population as a whole (CSO, 2006a). One suggestion 
is that reforming income supports to help lone parents to enter the workforce is the 
best way to offer them a route out of poverty. These suggestions, which have been put 
forward in the Government discussion paper Proposals for Supporting Lone Parents 
(DSFA, 2006a) and by the OECD (2003a) are sometimes termed ‘activation policies’, 
as they aim to provide much more active supports into labour market participation.   
 
Over the course of the previous decade or so, many other countries have introduced 
changes to their income support (or social welfare) system for lone parents. The best 
known is probably the US package of ‘welfare to work’ measures, but other countries 
have also initiated measures which aim, in one way or another, to increase the 
employment rate of lone parents. For some commentators, the reforms can be seen as 
reflecting wider shifts in public policy, which puts increasing focus on women’s 
employment generally.  
 
The Irish system of income supports for lone parents has evolved slowly over more 
than a century and a half. Strongly influenced by the wider ‘male breadwinner 
model’, it has been said to focus on supporting poor lone mothers at home. 
Increasingly the long term nature of this support is coming under question, as are 
other aspects which perhaps no longer reflect the nature of contemporary Irish 
society. While there are currently no concrete legislative proposals for change, the 
discussion paper and consultation process have outlined a possible model for change.  
 
At the heart of the proposals for change is the introduction of a new social assistance 
payment in place of the current core lone parent payment (DSFA, 2006a). As this 
would aim to support all low income parents, its introduction would see the end to the 
‘cohabitation rule’. The new parental allowance would include measures to encourage 
active engagement with education and work, and, at certain thresholds, mandatory 
engagement would be expected of recipients. Payment of the allowance would cease 
when the youngest child reached a specified age and those not in employment would 
move to a different form of income support.  
 
It is clear that any changes along these lines would require a range of associated 
policy supports and reforms. This was recognised in the discussion paper, has been 
stressed by interest groups in the field, and is evident from comparative examples. 
Lone parents already work:  approximately 60% of recipients of lone parent payments 
are in paid employment of some kind. However, they face a wide range of barriers 
which may prevent them from accessing high quality, full-time work. Some of these 
are related to the potential loss of secondary benefits such as rent supports, others 
relate to skill barriers, and to the (lack of) availability of childcare. Finally, of course, 
some argue that being a full-time parent is a valid aspiration which should be 
available to parents of children of all ages, and have reservations about the growing 
focus on employment as the key to participation in society.  
 
While few would dispute that high poverty rates are a signal that a policy shift in 
relation to lone parent income supports is desirable, it is likely that there will be much 
debate on the precise nature and impact of these shifts.  
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Introduction  
 
The growth in lone parenthood which has occurred, to varying degrees, across the 
industrialised world has been interpreted as problematic in various ways. (See Figure 
1 for growth in lone parent families in Ireland). In a presentation to an international 
conference on social 
security in 2000, one 
team of researchers 
(Bradshaw et al) 
suggested that lone 
parenthood can some-
times be presented as:  
 
• A problem of poverty 
• A problem of fiscal 

burden 
• A problem for 

children 
• A problem for women 
• A problem of 

personal morality 

Figure 1: Lone parents as a percentage of all families with 
children under 15 in Ireland, 1989-2006  
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 
 

Source: McCashin, 2004: Table 7.1, 2003-2006: QNHS 
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It is clear that, over time, all these perspectives have been held about lone parenthood 
in Ireland.  Of course, lone parenthood can be seen in positive terms too, as a 
liberation from patriarchal family forms, or perhaps as just an unavoidable feature of 
a modern, individualised society (ibid: 3-4).  However, this Spotlight focuses not on 
the phenomenon of lone parenthood per se, but on the narrower issue of the 
interaction of lone parenthood with the social security (or social welfare) system.  
 
In recent years this interaction has been the focus of sustained attention in Ireland as 
well as in many other industrialised countries. In 2000, the Department of Social and 
Family Affairs (DSFA) examined the main income support for lone parents, the One-
Parent Family Payment (OFP) as part of the Department’s Expenditure Review 
Programme. Amongst other issues, it pointed to the long term nature of the OFP, 
which in some cases supported recipients until the youngest child was 22. It argued: 
‘Such long-term welfare dependency in respect of a person of working age and ability 
is open to question and can be argued not to be in the best interest of the lone parent 
or society in general’ (DSFA, 2000: xii). It was, the report concluded ‘almost 
inevitable’ that some fundamental change to the scheme would take place. In 2003, 
similar comments were made by the Organisation for Economic Co-operation and 
Development (OECD) in their influential series Babies and Bosses (OECD, 2003a). 
The Irish tax/benefit system, they suggested, ‘was not achieving a satisfactory level of 
employment for single parents’ (2003a:16). Amongst a number of policy 
recommendations for Ireland was the suggestion that the ‘long-term benefit 
expectation’ among clients of the OFP should be reduced, with more active 
interventions to support work, and a requirement for lone parents to take advantage of 
the opportunities open to them. Subsequently, a Government discussion paper 
Proposals for Supporting Lone Parents (DSFA, 2006a) was published last year.  
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The contemporary focus on income supports for lone parents is located in the context 
of a situation where Irish lone parent households have over double the average ‘at risk 
of poverty’ rate (CSO, 2006a). This situation is similar in other OECD countries, and 
how to tackle this has become a subject of some debate and reform.  The perspective 
behind many of these reforms is that, rather than being a hand up or a hand out, lone 
parents benefits are increasingly trapping vulnerable groups in long term 
unemployment and poverty while their skills become less relevant, and their 
retirement years look increasingly bleak.   
 
Not everyone agrees with the perspective that ‘welfare to work’ measures are the 
optimum way to tackle the problem of poverty amongst lone parent households. 
There is a risk that lone parents may instead become trapped in low paid, low skill 
work. Moreover, for some commentators, specific proposals on income supports for 
lone parents are located in the context of broader shifts in public policy, signaled by a 
growing focus on women’s employment generally. This ‘farewell to maternalism’ has 
been said to presage an end to state support for full-time care-giving by women across 
the affluent western democracies (Orloff, 2006). Reforming income supports for lone 
parents therefore directs our attention to debates about the public/private provision of  
care in our society, and shifting gender roles in relation to work and care.  

From widows to workers? State support for lone parents, 1838-2006 
 
Until the 1930s, the only form of support for lone parents was essentially that which 
emerged under the 1838 Poor Law and its later development.   Women with children 
and no other means of support were largely dependent on the workhouse, later the 
county home. Apart from support within the workhouse (indoor relief), outdoor relief 
(subsequently home assistance) gradually became available to some categories of the 
deserving poor. For example, a widow with two or more legitimate children could 
qualify for outdoor relief following reform to the Poor Law in 1847. There was, 
however, no absolute right to relief, which remained discretionary and localised.  
 
The first form of income support for lone parents emerged in 1935, and was aimed at 
widows. This remained the key form of support for lone parents in the social security 
system until the 1970s. Single (as in unmarried) mothers remained dependent on 
discretionary forms of support which were limited, institutional and highly 
stigmatised. One outcome was that many unmarried mothers emigrated to England. In 
fact, by the 1950s, this had given rise to a specific category of welfare recipient for 
English social workers: Pregnant from Ireland (PFI).1 
 
The 1970s saw the emergence of a range of diverse forms of provision for lone 
parents. Although diverse, (see Table 1) they shared a number of features: they were 
based on ideas about women’s economic dependency. They were in different ways 
targeted at women, who for varying reasons had no man to support them and they 
shared the underlying aim of ‘supporting poor lone mothers at home’.2 The 
introduction of the Lone Parent Allowance (LPA) in 1990 represented the 
culmination of profound shifts in Irish society over the preceding decades. The DFSA 
(2006) have summarised the key changes which the LPA represented: 
 

 The scheme was open to both male and female applicants; 

                                                 
1 Garrett, 2004. See also McCashin 2005. 
2 This characterisation of developments in the period is drawn from McCashin (2004) who discusses 
Ireland’s position in comparative typologies.  
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 There was no need to prove desertion; and 
 It saw the end of  the term ‘unmarried mother’. 

 
In theory, both marital status and gender were now irrelevant concepts.  In practice, 
however, remnants of the male breadwinner model remained (DSFA, 2006a). Murphy 
(2003:14) describes the male breadwinner model as follows:  ‘This model is based on 
the premise that the social welfare system is built on the tradition of the male as 
family breadwinner and the female as carer or homemaker. The model suggests that 
states built their wages’ policy, tax and welfare systems around a prototype family of 
a fully employed male earning a family wage and supporting a dependent spouse and 
children in a lifelong stable marriage.’ (Murphy, 2003: 14) As discussed in more 
detail below, although the social security system is now ostensibly gender neutral, 
rules around cohabitation and adult dependency allowances are built on these older 
ideas about gender roles in families and society.  
 
In 1997 the One-Parent Family Payment (OFP) scheme came into effect, closing 
down existing alternative schemes for new applicants. This remains the core payment 
for lone parents. Expenditure on this scheme has continually increased since its 
introduction: from €338.5m in 1997, to €751m in 2005, and to an estimated €818m in 
2006. In the same period, the number of recipients has increased from 34, 434 to 
80,103 in 2005, and to 82, 654 in 2006. 3 

 
3 Data for 1997 from DSFA (2006a), for 2005 from 2005 Statistical Report on Social Welfare Services 
(DSFA, 2006b). The 2006 data is an estimate of the cost and numbers in this year received from the 
DSFA on request.   
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Table 1: Evolution of income supports for lone parents, Ireland: 1838- 2006 

Source:  Burke, 1987; Cousins, 1995; McCashin, 2004; Report of the Commission on 
Social Welfare, 1986; DSFA; 2000, 2006a.  

Date Type of support Comments 
1838 Poor Relief (Ireland) 

Act 
 

The ‘deterrent workhouse’: indoor relief only. 
Beginnings of the institutionalisation of unmarried 
mothers and their children which would continue for 
well over a century.  
 

1847 Poor Relief Extension 
Act 

Reforms allowed for outdoor relief for specific 
categories - widows with two legitimate children. 
Other lone parents remain dependent on the 
workhouse. 
 

1923 Home Assistance and 
County Homes 

Reform of the Poor Law. No real change for lone 
parents: relief is localised, discretionary and 
stigmatised.  
 

1935 Widows’ and Orphans’ 
Pension 

First income support targeted at lone parents. Widows 
had a right to provision if met criteria.  
Side by side with wider policy of ‘punitive 
institutionalisation’  of unmarried mothers (McCashin: 
2004). 
 

1970 Deserted Wife’s 
Allowance 
(DWA) 

Right to provision if met criteria: means-tested, and 
relatively onerous proof of desertion required. Initially, 
women under 50 (subsequently 40) had to have a 
dependent child to qualify. 
 

1973 Deserted Wife’s 
Benefit (DWB) 
 

Contributory (social insurance), otherwise as above. 

1973 Unmarried Mother’s 
Allowance 

Conditions and means test based on the DWA, and the 
widows’ non contributory pension.  
 

1974 Prisoner’s Wife’s 
Allowance 

Based on the DWA. 
 

1989 Deserted Husband’s 
Allowance 

This payment, based on the DWA, is notable for being 
the first aimed at specifically at men caring for 
children. 
 

1990 Lone Parent’s 
Allowance 

The cause of lone parenthood ceases to be the issue: 
i.e. no need to prove desertion. Open to male and 
female applicants. 
End of the term ‘unmarried mother’. 
 

1997 One-Parent Family 
Payment 

Parenting alone and means assessment are the core 
criteria to meet. 

2006 Proposed parental 
allowance 

Government discussion paper, Proposals for 
Supporting Lone Parents (DSFA, 2006a) 
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The changing family: definitions and data 
 
The growth in lone parent families is one part of wider demographic shifts which 
have transformed families in Ireland and across the industrialised world. In Europe in 
particular, both the forms and meaning of ‘family’ have changed radically in recent 
years (Daly, 2005). The many changes fall broadly under the following headings:  
 

• An increase in people living alone; 
• A fall in fertility; 
• Downward movement in the number of marriages; and 
• Increasing variation in the composition of households and families. 

 
According to Eurostat, in 2005 in the EU25, there was nearly one divorce for every 
two marriages, and one third of all babies were born outside marriage. Lone parent 
families need to be located in the context of an increasingly diverse mix of household 
types. In 2005, lone parent households made up 13% of all households with children 
in the EU25. Some 67% of all households were without any children.  
 

Table 2: Percentage of households by household type, 2005 
Household type EU25* 
No children 67 
With one child 16 
With 2 children 13 
With 3 or more children 4 
Lone parent households as % of all households with children 13 

Source: EU25: Eurostat, 2006a  
*EU25 excludes Ireland and Sweden 

 
The growing diversity of family forms points to some definitional issues which need 
to be considered before Irish experiences of lone parenthood can be located in a 
comparative context, or indeed, before contemporary Irish patterns can be placed in a 
historical context.  
 
 

What is a lone parent?  
 
As McCashin discusses, the policy area ‘is bedevilled by problems of definition and 
terminology’ (2004: 164). Lone parents are often equated with unmarried parents, and 
the percentage of non-marital births is sometimes taken as a proxy for lone 
parenthood.   
 
However, non-marital births (see Figure 2) do not equate with lone parents, since 
many of these births are to cohabiting couples. Moreover, many people who have 
given birth within marriage subsequently become lone parents following a death, 
divorce or seperation. 
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 Figure 2: Percentage births outside marriage EU25, 2004* 
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Source: Eurostat, 2006a. (*Belgium, Estonia, Spain, France, Ireland: 2003) 

 
A starting point is to note that people can become lone parents in various ways. The 
main routes into lone parenthood are:  
 

• Breakdown of a marital relationship; 
• Breakdown of a non-marital relationship; 
• Ending of a marital or non-marital relationship by death; and 
• Birth of child/children outside of any relationship. 
 
 

These very differing routes make it difficult to find a simple definition of a lone 
parent family. According to Fahey and Russell (2001) for policy purposes a lone 
parent can best be conceptualised as a non-cohabiting parent living with one or more 
dependent children (2001: 25-26). This has been the core definition for income 
support. Fahey and Russell (2001) considered issues with defining lone parents in 
some detail and point to some problems with this apparently straightforward 
definition. As we discuss below, many of these problems lie behind debates about 
income supports for lone parents. There are three key issues: cohabitation, 
dependency, and household setting. 
 
Cohabitation: it can be quite difficult to define this satisfactorily. For one thing, 
there may be varying degrees of cohabitation. If a partner stays for a few days each 
week, is this cohabitation?  
 
Dependency: again, there may be varying degrees of dependency. For example, 
financial and/or caring responsibilities may be shared by parents. It may be more 
realistic to think of a continuum of caring, rather than a polarised model of one versus 
two-parent families. In addition, of course, it is not always clear at what age 
dependency might be deemed to have finished. 
 
Household type: lone parents live, in reality, in a variety of different household 
settings. Not all of these are easy to identify. Prior to Census 2006, a young 
unmarried parent living with his or her own parents was typically not identified as a 
lone parent. Beginning with Census 2006, changes were made to the way the 
relationships between people in households were classified, making it easier to 
identify all lone parents within different household settings.  
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Different definitions of what constitutes ‘lone parenthood’ mean that there are 
varying estimates of the numbers of lone parents in Ireland. The problem is not 
unique to Ireland, the European Commission recently pointed to ‘a number of 
ambiguities which make cross national comparisons difficult’ (2006: 85).  
 

How many lone parent families?  
 
According to Census 2006, there are 121,538 lone parent families with at least one 
child under 20. This is 22% of all families with children under 20, and is an increase 
of 32,149 (or 36%) since Census 2002. However, some of this increase is due to the 
changes described above in how relationships within households are categorised. 
Using the numbers of children under 20 as a cut off point is useful because lone 
parents can claim for dependent children until the age of 22 if they continue in 
education. However, not all these children will in fact be in education. 
 
Table 3: Family units, at least one child under 20, Census 2006 

 Number % of All Family Units* % of All Lone Parent Family 
Units 

Lone Parent 121,538 22% - 
   …of which Lone Mother 109,271 19% 90% 
   …of which Lone Father 12,267 2% 10% 

                                    CSO, 2007 *Figures do not add up due to rounding 
                                                                                            . 
 
Alternatively, there were 98,276 lone parent families with children under 15, which 
constituted 21% of all families with children under 15. This was an increase of 43% 
on 2002 figures, although the same proviso as above applies.  
 
Table 4: Family units, at least one child under 15, Census 2006 

 Number % of All Family Units* % of All Lone Parent Family 
Units 

Lone Parent 98,276 21% - 
   …of which Lone Mother 90,757 20% 92% 
   …of which Lone Father 7,519 2% 8% 
     CSO, 2007 *Figures do not add up due to rounding 
 
 
There were 189,000 lone parent families in total in Census 2006, but this figure 
includes lone parents with children of all ages. The age thresholds used when 
quantifying the numbers of lone parent families can matter substantially, especially 
when attempting to make cross-national comparisons. The European Commission 
(2006) points out that the age threshold at which dependency is deemed to have 
ceased varies considerably, from 15 to 20, although 18 is the most common. The 
Eurostat data in Table 2 uses a definition encompassing children aged less than 15, or 
between 15 to 24 and still dependent (inactive and having at least one parent in the 
household).  
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The big issue: lone parents and poverty 
 
Although these debates about precisely what constitutes lone parenthood are very 
relevant to contemporary proposals for reform, it is perhaps the actual experience of 
lone parenthood which is the key issue. Lone parents and their children are 
disproportionately ‘at risk of poverty’.4 This applies across OECD countries. 
According to the OECD (2003b: 12) ‘child poverty (and social exclusion) is highest 
among non-working households in all countries. It is next highest in lone parent, 
especially lone mother families, in particular those where the mother is not employed 
or is very young.’  
 
The most recent Irish data are those provided by the 2005 EU Survey on Income and 
Living Conditions (EU-SILC), which is conducted annually in Ireland by the CSO on 
behalf of the EU. On a positive note, this reported a significant decrease in the at risk 
of poverty rate for lone parent households, from 48% in 2004 to 41% in 2005. 
Despite this, lone parents (and their children) remain a high risk group, with an at risk 
of poverty rate more than double the national figure of 19%.  
 
 
Poverty issues become even more visible when different ways of measuring poverty 
are considered. For example, in 2005, almost 40% of persons in lone parent 
households reported having debt problems, compared to 15% of persons in ‘other 
households with children’. The starkest picture is presented by the ‘consistent 
poverty’ measure. This is a measure which combines a measure of relative income 
poverty with basic lifestyle deprivation indicators.5 Overall 7% of the population is in 
consistent poverty but for households with one adult and children, 27% are in 
consistent poverty –three and a half times the average. Households with two adults 
and one to three children have lower than average ‘consistent poverty’ rates. Other 
households with children had slightly above average ‘consistent poverty’ rates but 
still significantly below the one adult with children rate. 
 
  Figure 3: Percentage of persons in consistent poverty (at 60% level) by household composition.  
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Source: CSO EU-SILC 2005 

                                                 
4 The ‘at risk of poverty’ rate is defined as the share of persons with an equivalised income below 60% 
of the national median income.  
5 An individual is defined as being in ‘consistent poverty’ if they are (a) identified as being at risk of 
poverty and (b) deprived of one or more of eight basic indicators of deprivation, These indicators 
include items such as being unable to afford a warm waterproof coat, two strong pairs of shoes, a roast 
once a week and other items of this kind. See CSO, 2006 for a full list.  
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The ‘typical’ lone parent: myths and myth busters 
The European Commission cites Ireland, along with the UK, as a country where ‘lone 
parents are sometimes attacked as undeserving in public debate’ (2006: 93). In 
particular, lone parents are sometimes stereotyped as disproportionately young, and 
particularly liable to welfare dependency. For example, in a controversial attack on 
lone parents, one journalist accused them of ‘living off the State until the grave takes 
over’ (Myers, 2005). However, data from the Department of Social and Family 
Affairs (DSFA, 2006a) provide a much more complex picture, which serves as a 
useful backdrop to proposals for reform. In 2004:   
 

• 2% of lone parents in receipt of the OFP were aged under 20: this was a 
decline from 4% in 1999; 6 

 
• 35% of all recipients were aged between 30 and 39;  

 
• 59% of recipients are in some kind of employment; 

 
• There is no definitive data on length of claim, but survey evidence suggests an 

average duration of between five and eight years; 
 

• In 2005, 25% of claims had a duration of over 8 years; and 
 

• 59% had one child, while 26% had two. 
 
There is, however, one area where widely held perceptions do seem valid. This is that 
recipients of the OFP are largely women; in 2005, 98% of claimants were women. In 
all, 1,779 men claimed the benefit (DSFA, 2006b). This situation may take little 
account of those who are, in reality, parenting jointly. The eligibility conditions for 
the OFP have been said to constitute a disincentive to joint parenting and family 
formation. This is one of the most pressing arguments put forward for reform of the 
current system of income supports. Moreover, the age distribution of men and women 
lone parents varies, perhaps pointing to different paths into lone parenthood. Women 
have a distribution skewed towards the younger age cohorts, with almost 80% are 
aged 20-39. With men the distribution is more balanced with the median age between 
40 and 44, for women the median age is between 30 and 34.7 
 Figure 4: OFP recipient by age and gender 2005  
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                                                                                         Source: Department of Social Welfare (2006b)  

                                                 
6 This figure excludes widows. 
7 The median is the midpoint, with half above and half below the given number.  
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Towards a new Irish model? 
The Government discussion paper Proposals for Supporting Lone Parents (DSFA, 
2006a) contained two strands of work by expert working groups conducted under the 
auspices of the Cabinet Committee on Social Inclusion. The first strand, which was 
carried out by the Senior Officials Group on Social Inclusion, is a review of obstacles 
to employment for lone parents. The second is a review of income support 
arrangements for lone parents carried out within the Department of Social and Family 
Affairs. As the Minister for Social Welfare told the Seanad in May of 2006,  the 
report put forward a range of proposals ‘some complex and others radical, for the 
reform of restrictive social policies in the area of lone parents and low-income 
families generally’.8 
 
Perhaps the most radical aspect of the discussion paper was the proposal (following 
the review within the DSFA) that the current OFP be abolished and replaced with a 
new social assistance payment, provisionally referred to as a Parental Allowance 
(PA). The PA would differ from the OFP in a number of ways, but two aspects are 
particularly crucial. The first is that the new payment would no longer be a support 
aimed narrowly at lone parents. Rather, it would be a general income support for low 
income families with young children. Crucially, this would mean that eligibility rules 
which currently impose a ban on cohabitation would no longer apply. In effect, the 
proposed new payment would be neutral as to family forms. 
 
The second proposal envisioned changes to the long term nature of the OFP. The 
proposed Parental Allowance would be time limited and payable to families where 
the youngest child was under a specified age, perhaps the age at which children 
typically begin school.  Once the youngest child reached this specified age, active and 
mandatory engagement would take place with recipients to discuss options for 
employment or training. Following this, when the youngest child reached a second 
age threshold (perhaps around eight years old)  payment of the PA would cease 
altogether. Those not in employment at this point would need to apply for other 
income supports, such as unemployment assistance, or the back to work allowance 
etc. The discussion paper was followed by a National Consultative Forum which gave 
key interest groups an opportunity to discuss the proposals The responses of these 
groups to the proposals are discussed in more detail later in this paper.  
 
To date, no concrete legislative proposals have emerged translating these proposals 
into practice. However, the new partnership agreement Towards 2016 and The 
National Action Plan for Social Inclusion 2007 – 2016 both suggest reform of income 
supports to support lone parents into education, training and employment in the light 
of the consultation process on the discussion paper.  Most recently, the Minister for 
Social and Family Affairs announced that the Senior Officials Group on Social 
Inclusion had been given instructions to draw up an implementation plan focusing on 
the non-income recommendations in the discussion paper, including child care, 
training and education and other parallel support systems which will be required.9 In 
conjunction with FÁS, the National Children’s Office and the Department of 
Education and Science, the aim is to test the proposals in an urban and rural area with 
the focus being on identifying and resolving practical and administrative issues, 
including potential poverty traps. This section of the Spotlight outlines the proposals 

                                                 
8 Minister for Social and Family Affairs, Seanad Éireann, May 23, 2006, volume 183, col. 1409.  
9 Parliamentary Debates, Select Committee on Social and Family Affairs, 13 March 2007. 
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in the discussion paper, and highlights three of these potential poverty traps, before 
turning to consider the experience of similar reforms in other countries.  
 

The end of the cohabitation rule: from lone parents to low income parents? 
 
The OFP payment is ‘contingency based’, which means that people must fit a defined 
set of circumstances in order to qualify. One of the most important is that a person 
must be parenting alone: ‘those who cohabit or marry no longer “fit” the contingency 
of lone parenthood and are not entitled to claim the payment’ (DFSA, 2006: 43). This 
situation is generally known as ‘the cohabitation rule’. There are a variety of different 
types of problems associated with this provision, and for these reasons one of the key 
changes proposed is the introduction of new form of payment which would have no 
ban on cohabitation. One reason for this is simply the administrative costs of the 
enforcement of the cohabitation rule. Other reasons are that the ban is a disincentive 
to family formation and joint parenting. 
 

• Administrative problems: the cohabitation rule is very difficult to apply. 
There is no definition in law of what constitutes cohabitation and the decision on 
whether an applicant is living ‘as husband and wife’ with another person – as 
opposed, for example, to just sharing a house – can be difficult to make in practice.  
The difficulties of deciding if someone is or is not cohabiting can be gauged from the 
guide for social welfare officials on the subject which involves consideration of five 
separate criteria. These range from relatively straightforward issue such as who owns 
the property a possible couple are living in, through to a consideration of the nature of 
sexual relations between the couple.10 The DSFA point out that enforcement of the 
cohabitation rule is ‘extremely difficult and resource intensive’ (DSFA, 2006a: 44).  
 

• Disincentive to joint parenting 
The ban on cohabitation is well known. However, perhaps less well known is that the 
OFP is based on the idea that a person is ‘parenting alone’. The result of this is that 
only the parent who has the main ‘care and charge’ of at least one child can qualify. 
This means that the OFP is not payable if a couple has joint, equal custody, even if 
they are not living together, as neither has the main care and charge of the child.  

 
• Disincentive to family formation. 

One of the most common arguments against the cohabitation rule, as it currently 
applies, is that it militates against people forming families. This is because there are 
reductions in benefit (or loss of benefit) where a person changes status from being a 
lone parent to being married or co-habiting with someone in employment. In this 
case, the household means test will generally mean that the former lone parent will no 
longer qualify for OFP. In addition, where two persons on means tested benefit 
cohabit or marry, one of the two is counted as an ‘adult dependent’ rather than 
receiving benefit in their own right. This ‘qualified adult’ (QA) payment is less than 
the full rate of the OFP. In 2006, the DSFA estimated the loss for one such couple, 
with one child, as €58.30 per week: this amounted to just over 16% of the couple’s 
combined income (DSFA, 2006a). The former lone parent also loses the 
independence of having a payment made directly to them, and s/he loses the earnings 
disregard which allows someone in receipt of the OFP to earn up to €146.50 per week 
and retain the full rate.  

                                                 
10 See Appendix V1, Review of the One-Parent Family Payment Department of Social, Community 
and Family Affairs, September 2000.  
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The discussion paper proposes a new social assistance payment that all low income 
families with children, whether married or unmarried, living together or living alone, 
could claim. From the perspective of the cohabitation rule, the main change would be 
that the idea of a qualified adult will be abolished, and each adult in a relationship 
will receive a payment in their own right if they are qualified to do so. The example 
in Table 5 below focuses on two types of households before and after the introduction 
of a PA to illustrate the impact of the end of the cohabitation rule. The two 
households are a lone parent with a child, and a couple with a child, where one is in 
receipt of Jobseekers Allowance (JA) and the other receives either the OFP or the PA. 
Both types of households receive Qualified Child Allowance (QCA).  
 
The first example shows that there is no impact (in income terms) for a lone parent 
who is not cohabiting: the OFP of €185.80 per week is simply replaced by the new 
PA of €185.80 and the recipient’s income remains the same.  However, the second 
example clarifies the shift.  The most important change would be that under the 
cohabitation rule, one person in a cohabiting household (where both receive a social 
welfare payment) is currently counted as a qualified adult, and receives the lower 
Qualified Adult Allowance (QAA) of €123.30. If the PA is introduced, it is 
envisioned that this person would now receive a PA at the same rate as the OFP, 
ending the loss of income which cohabitation or marriage currently involves.   
 Table 5: Parental Allowance and the end of the cohabitation ban 
 
Household Type Household Income: 

Current OFP 
Household Income: Parental 
Allowance 

OFP 185.80 PA 185.80 
QCA 22 QCA 22 

Lone parent, child 
under specified age, 
not in employment Total 207.80 Total 207.80 

JS 185.80 JS 185.80 
QAA 123.30 PA 185.80 
CDA 22 CDA 22 

Couple: parent 
with child under 
specified age, 
cohabits with JS 
recipient Total 331.10 Total 393.60 

Source: DSFA, 2006a: adapted from Table 4.2, using 
2007 rates of payment, and assuming PA at current rate of 
OFP.  

 
The situation outlined in Table 4 above is accurate only for couples both of whom 
are in receipt of social welfare. Where one partner works, the means test criteria 
would still constitute a disincentive effect. Moreover, although it removes the 
anomaly where a couple with joint equal custody can not receive income support, the 
new PA would still be payable to only one parent. Apart from the complexity, it was 
considered that ‘the social welfare system ought not to be expected to support two 
households for the purposes of joint parenting’ (DSFA, 2006a: 111).  
 
The proposals for the PA effectively involve the abolition of the concept of ‘qualified 
adult’. The qualified adult payment, which exists in a range of other social welfare 
payments, owes its origins to the male breadwinner model which saw women as 
economic dependents of men. The Social Welfare and Pensions Act 2007 includes 
provision for some reforms for those in receipt of retirement income, but reforms for 
those of working age are still pending. 11 
                                                 
11 The QAA will now be payable directly to the qualified adult for new applicants as the norm.   
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From passive to active supports: supporting lone parents into work 
 
One of the central aims of the discussion and consultation process was to find ways to 
tackle the high risk of poverty and social exclusion faced by lone parents and their 
children. Put at its starkest, members of lone parent households make up almost 15% 
of persons in consistent poverty, despite representing less than 4% of the population 
(CSO, 2006a). There is some evidence to suggest that this is related to the greater 
likelihood that lone parent households have no adult employed. In 2006, some 42% of 
lone parent households with at least one child under 15 were categorised as inactive 
compared to 21% of adults in households comprising couples with at least one child 
under 15 (CSO, 2006c).12 The at-risk-of-poverty rate for those without work was 
almost double the rate for the population as a whole in 2005 (CSO, 2006a).  
 
At the core of the proposals for reforming social security is the central idea that 
removing obstacles to employment will help to facilitate financial independence, by 
supporting a movement into more full-time and quality employment. Consequently, 
as discussed earlier, the proposed PA would be time limited as part of a package of 
measures to support lone parents into work and education. However, the discussion 
paper recognised that there were issues apart from reform of income support which 
needed to be addressed if lone parents were to be actively supported into work.  Key 
issues raised were the importance of secondary benefits (such as the medical card and 
rent supplement) which contribute to the well known ‘poverty trap’ making welfare 
more attractive than work, and wider issues in relation to education, training, and 
childcare. 
 
As part of the activation process, it is envisioned that the National Employment 
Action Plan (NEAP) referral process would be extended to cover lone parents. The 
NEAP was adopted by the Government in response to European Employment 
Guidelines. It included a commitment to a more systematic engagement of the 
employment services with the unemployed. From September 1998 all persons under 
25 who had reached six months on the Live Register (LR) were referred by the 
Department of Social and Family Affairs for interview by FÁS. At the interview, the 
FÁS employment officer reviews the job prospects of the interviewee, helps them 
with finding employment, and/or suggests training courses (both FÁS and others) 
they could attend. As the Employment Action Plan progressed, the programme was 
extended to include other groups crossing nominated thresholds of unemployment. 
The activation process is described as positive in nature, and ‘encompasses 
interview/advice meetings, education and training and providing people with the 
skills to enable them to achieve financial independence’ (DSFA, 2006: 99). The 
extension of activation processes originally designed for the long term unemployed to 
encompass lone parents is a pathway which has been adopted in many other 
countries. Similar approaches in other countries are examined later in the paper. 
 
Three of the potential barriers to increasing the employment potential of lone parents: 
are housing, childcare, and the problem of low pay.  

The housing trap 
 
Single parents are disproportionately likely to be on local authority waiting lists for 
housing. As we have seen, lone parent families constitute 22% of all families with 
children under 20 (Census, 2006). However, they made up 38% of all households in 
                                                 
12 Households with at least one child under 15.  
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need of housing in 2005, and 75% of all households with children in need of 
housing.13 The most recent figures on housing need reveal that of those one parent 
families who were waiting to be housed in 2005, 65% were in private rented 
accommodation.  Of these, 47% were in receipt of OFP only, and a further 22% were 
in receipt of social/community welfare benefit, meaning that just under 70% of all 
single persons with children in need of housing were in receipt of income support of 
some sort.14  
 
 
  Figure 5: Lone parents with housing need by tenure type 

65%

27%

4% 3%

1%

Owner occcupier
Voluntary/co-operative
Private rented
Parents/relatives
Other

 
Source: Department of the Environment Heritage and Local 
Government: Local Authority Housing Needs Assessment, 
2005 

 
The large numbers of lone parents in the private rented sector means that of the 
various secondary benefits received by those in receipt of the OFP, perhaps the most 
important is the rent supplement. In 2005, some 23% of all those in receipt of rent 
supplement were dependent on the OFP as their main source of income.15 The 
financial importance of the rent supplement can be gauged from the fact that the 
average rent supplement payment at end of 2005 was €124.40 a week.16  Clearly, 
employment opportunities for lone parents would need to significantly increase their 
income to compensate for the loss of the rent supplement.  
 
The importance of the rent supplement is acknowledged in the discussion paper, 
which remarks that ‘the disincentive effects of possible loss of the allowance on the 
decision of lone parents to take up employment is recognized’ (DSFA, 2006a: 89). A 
number of measures have already been introduced to remove the disincentive effects 
of the rent supplement.  
 
These include income disregards which allow for earnings up to a certain level 
before losing rent supplement, and tapered retention of rent supplement in some 
circumstances. Most recently the Social Welfare and Pensions Act 2007 eased the 
means test for rent supplement, and allows for retention of rent supplement for  

                                                 
13 Department of the Environment, Heritage and Local Government: Local Authority Housing Needs 
Assessment, 2005. 
14 Ibid. 
15 Comptroller and Auditor General, Value for Money April 2006: Rent Supplements. 
16 Comptroller and Auditor General, Value for Money April 2006: Rent Supplements. 
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person entering fulltime employment, if he or she has not been in full-time 
employment in the previous 12 months. However, the person must be on a waiting list 
for accommodation under the Rental Accommodation Scheme (RAS), which was 
introduced in July 2004.  
 
The RAS is intended to tackle some perceived problems with the operation of rent 
supplement. Rent supplements were intended for households which had a short-term 
need for assistance in meeting their housing needs. However, a 2006 investigation of 
rent supplement found that around 70% of those in receipt of rent supplements were 
still likely to be in receipt of rent supplements one year later. In February of 2007, 
some 32,000 of the then 59,450 recipients had been in receipt for over 18 months.17 
This is perhaps not surprising: the 2005 Housing Needs Assessment revealed that 
32% of one parent families were waiting for 12 months at the time of assessment, a 
further 40% were on the list for between 1 and 3 years, 23% for between 3 and 7 
years, and 3% for more than 7 years (OPEN, 2006).  
 
The essence of the RAS is that local authorities will make arrangements with private 
landlords to provide accommodation, and in theory, will meet long term housing 
needs through a range of approaches. However, as of November 2006 only 2,600 
tenants had been accommodated under the rental accommodation scheme, while a 
further 1,900 had been accommodated in Social Housing.18 One of the central issues 
then in the success or failure of policies to encourage moves into employment will be 
the extent to which the RAS resolves the housing problems facing lone parent 
families in Ireland today.  
 
Finally it is worth noting that lone parent organisation, OPEN, recently critiqued the 
Social Welfare and Pensions Act 2007, for introducing changes which may limit the 
geographical areas in which rent supplement can be paid.19  The Act provides that the 
payment of rent supplement may be refused in areas notified as being an area of 
regeneration.  

The ‘low pay’ trap: lone parents and employment 
In considering the issue of work, a starting point is to note that as already pointed out, 
many recipients of the OFP already work. However, of the 59% in some form of 
employment in 2004, 43% were earning less than €146.50 per week. This underlines 
comparative evidence which suggests that employment in itself does not guarantee 
freedom from poverty and low incomes. The European Commission recently pointed 
out in their discussion on poverty for lone parents that ‘the relationship between 
employment rate and the risk of poverty is a complex one’ (2006: 92). They suggest 
that wider issues such as the quality of employment and wage levels, and the degree 
of support through tax/benefit transfers are of crucial importance.   
 
There is a lack of up to date research on the skill levels of lone parents, but the 
existing evidence strongly suggests that they face particular barriers in accessing 
quality, full-time employment. Regardless of family status, those with lower 
educational levels are more likely to be inactive in the labour market. In 2005, the 
inactivity rates of women aged 25-54 who had attained less than upper secondary 
level education was more than 50% (Eurostat, 2006). And, in fact, lone parents seem 
to be at particular risk of having low educational levels. According to Census 2002, 

 
17 Minister for Social and Family Affairs, reply to PQ Ref. No. 7516/07. 
18 Minister for Social and Family Affairs, reply to PQ Ref. No. 43131, 43118 and 43130/06. 
19 http://www.oneparent.ie/pdfs/1_Rent%20Supplement%20Campaign.pdf. 
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almost 23% of lone parents under 65 have either no formal education or primary level 
only. Even amongst the under 35s, approximately 10% have primary level education 
only, and a further 37% have intermediate level education only (DSFA: 2006) 
 
Although there is little recent data on this, Fahey and Russell’s (2001) analysis 
suggested that educational levels were lower among all types of lone parents than 
married or cohabiting parents. Labour force participation rates for male lone parents 
are low relative to those of males in couples, but the differences for female lone 
parents are not particularly striking. 
 
Table 6 below shows the employment status of lone parents and (the individuals in) 
couples who have children aged under 15. Approximately 95% of males in couples 
with children under 15 are employed or looking for work (active) compared to 77% 
of single parent fathers. Single parent fathers are twice as likely to be unemployed as 
the male in couples. Turning to females, both female lone parents and the female in 
couples are less likely to be active than their male counterparts. However, 62% of 
females in couples are active compared to 57% of female lone parents.  
 

Table 6: Employment status of lone parents and couples with children under 15 by gender  
Female Male 

 Lone Parent In Couple Lone Parent In Couple 
Inactive 43% 38% 23% 5%
Unemployed 5% 2% 6% 3%
In Employment  52% 60% 71% 92%

Source CSO QNHS Q2 2006 
 
NESF (2001) suggested that lone parents with low levels of educational attainment 
are most likely to be accessing low-wage jobs in the labour market. However, there is 
a lack of recent data which allows us to contrast the type of employment in which 
lone parents find themselves relative to other groups of workers, and the QNHS data 
above does not shed light on this issue. However, we know from DSFA data cited 
earlier that lone parents in receipt of the OFP are frequently on relatively low 
earnings. In 2006, there were 82,654 claimants of the OFP, which amounted to 68% 
of all lone parent families with children under 20 (Census, 2006).  

The problem of childcare 
Childcare is a pivotal issue for all parents, and one which is perhaps particularly acute 
in Ireland. A recent OECD examination of the obstacles to employment for women in 
Ireland suggested that a lack of childcare is the key reason why participation rates 
were low relative to those in the OECD generally. Irish parents faced the highest level 
of net childcare costs among OECD countries, and only 12% of children under age 
three are in registered childcare against an OECD average of 29% (OECD, 2006a). 
Childcare is costly in Ireland: in 2005 the CSO estimated the cost of childcare at €120 
a week per household for paid childcare (CSO, 2006b). (It was less for primary 
school going children and more for pre-school children, and costs varied regionally).  
 
A recent review of Irish policy on reconciling the work-life balance concluded that 
traditionally the Irish state took a ‘minimalist state intervention 
approach…underpinned by the assumption that childcare is the responsibility of 
individual parents.’ (Hodgins et al, 2007: 72). The review suggested that despite 
increased provision this core assumption still underpinned policy, and they argued 
that this was reflected in the provision of cash benefits rather than a comprehensive 
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state funded system. It is likely that this will be a crucial issue in the success or failure 
of reforms of the OFP. 
 
The 2005 QNHS childcare module tells us that lone parents, like all parents, use a 
mixture of paid and unpaid childcare (CSO, 2006b). For working lone parents with 
pre-school children (who make up about 33% of all lone parents with pre-school 
children), 42% used paid childcare and 33% used unpaid relatives. The rest had no 
regular external childcare arrangements20 For working lone parents with primary 
school children only 17% used paid childcare, 23% used an unpaid relative with the 
rest having no regular external childcare arrangements. This suggests that the 
majority of working lone parents with primary school children worked part time or 
only during school hours. This is important, because embedded in the proposals for 
lone parents is the desire to move lone parents into ‘quality’ employment.21 Although 
this is not explicit, it seems clear that this is likely to involve a shift towards more 
full-time work – given that, as we know, the majority of OFP recipients are already in 
some form of paid employment.   
 
Table 7: Parent types and priorities for policy intervention  

Parent Type Employment Intervention Childcare Intervention  
Type 1: high work & 
high parental care 
orientation 

Flexible working arrangements 
available in all job types.  
Control over working hours, 
including atypical hours. 
Extended paid maternity or 
parental leave (e.g. for one year). 

Better information on childcare services with an 
emphasis on recommendations from other parents . 
Childcare ‘tasters’. 
Financial support for informal carers.  
Financial support for childcare during the ‘settle in’ 
period. 
Childcare measures targeted at those with older pre 
school and school age children. 

Type 2: high work & 
lower parental care 
orientation 

Level of employment flexibility 
required largely dependent on 
flexibility of childcare provision. 

More affordable day care provision. 
More out-of-school and holiday childcare. Services 
that are available when lone parents need them. 
Childcare and education settings located in close 
proximity. 

Type 3: lower work 
& high parental care 
orientation 

 Learning opportunities.  
Voluntary work. 

 Better information on childcare combined with 
information on learning and voluntary work 
opportunities. 
Childcare ‘tasters’ provided in combination with 
short training or advice sessions. 
Childcare provided with courses and voluntary 
work. 
Financial support for childcare during the ‘settle in’ 
period.  
Childcare measures targeted at those with older pre 
school and school age children. 

Type 4: lower work 
& parental care 
orientation 

 Learning and voluntary work 
opportunities, although direct 
entry into work also an option. 
Support to deal with the financial 
gap’ associated with the 
transition into work. 
Strengthen family friendly 
legislation . 

 All measures listed under Type 2 but with more 
affordable provision /financial help to entry into 
work also an option pay for childcare being 
particularly important  

Source: Bell et al (2005) Table 1 
 
                                                 
20 Childcare refers to types of childcare arrangements usually made by parents on a regular weekly 
basis during the working day – Monday to Friday 7am to 7pm. It is likely that these lone parents 
worked part-time possibly outside normal working hours.  
21 DSFA Press Release, 20/03/2006 
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The lack of childcare presents problems in this respect and Hodgins et al suggest:  ‘In 
adapting their working lives, parents may find themselves faced with options of either 
moving from full-time to part-time, and not working over-time in order to limit costs 
of childcare, or working long shifts and overtime, in order to pay for childcare but not 
see much of the children’. We know of no research which examines Irish lone 
parent’s attitudes towards work – do single parents prefer to stay at home to mind 
children or would they prefer to combine work and child minding?  However, some 
work in the UK has been carried out on this by Bell et al (2005) and this is 
summarised in Table 7. The absence of reliable information on the preferences of 
lone parents is an issue we return to towards the end of this paper.  
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Comparative perspectives: towards an ‘adult worker’ model?  
 
Authors from a range of countries have identified common trends in the way in which 
policies on income supports for lone parents have changed in recent years, as welfare 
states have seen shifts from passive to active labour market policies. Passive 
measures are taken to mean a situation where cash assistance was the full extent of 
the welfare state’s obligation to the citizen, and the state had to do little to promote 
participation or re-entry into the labour market. However, due to structural and 
ideological shifts, there is a growing perception that the welfare state fails to go far 
enough if it only places a safety net under those who fall outside the labour market. 
Labour market participation is seen as an intrinsic good for the individual, as well as 
being an important protection against poverty, and activation policies aim to achieve 
this goal. Activation policies were initially targeted at the unemployed, but over the 
past decade, they have been increasingly targeted at working-age recipients of other, 
non-employment benefits, such as lone parents (OECD, 2006b).  

Some researchers have argued that ‘this shift in policy reflects a much wider shift 
away from a male breadwinner model of labour market participation to an adult 
worker model, which places expectations on all adults, including mothers and lone 
mothers, to be active in the labour market’ (Rowlingson and Millar, 2002: 210). The 
American social policy analyst, Ann Shola Orloff (2006), has argued that countries 
across the industrialised world are moving from a maternalist policy model where 
women were expected to stay at home full time with their children and eschew 
employment, to one where women are increasingly expected to enter the labour force. 
This ‘farewell to maternalism’ means that public policy is increasingly aimed at 
supporting working mothers generally, whether they are married, cohabiting or single 
(Orloff, 2006; Jenson, 2006; Mahon, 2005; Coakley, 2005). Policies towards lone 
parents therefore reflect wider shifts both towards recipients of state income supports, 
and towards families generally.  

However, although countries may have similar goals, they often have a different 
policy mix in terms of how they aim to achieve those goals (Millar and Evans, 2003) 
As the European Commission (2006) have recently suggested, reforms have tended to 
place tighter job search and job availability requirements on lone parents, usually 
accompanied by benefit reforms to ‘make work pay’. Lone parents can be 
incentivised to take up employment negatively (benefits may be reduced or even 
stopped entirely) or positively (new supports may be designed for those entering 
employment). However  ‘the line between positive and negative incentives for labour 
market participation can become blurred, as the availability of state support to enter 
the labour market can transform into a pressure to participate’ (European 
Commission, 2006: 93).  

Table 8 summarises some headline reforms in a number of countries. As can be seen, 
a common theme is time limitations on open ended eligibility. Countries vary in the 
degree and extent of sanctions, and in the case of New Zealand, later reforms shifted 
away from a mandatory approach while retaining a focus on encouraging work 
searching.  
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Table 8: headline reforms in selected countries 1996-200722 

 

Country Key reforms Description 

USA 

 
 
1996: Temporary assistance for Needy 
Families  (TANF) 
 
2006: TANF reauthorisation 

• Time-limited payments: maximum 
five years  

 
• Work or work related activity required 
 
• Fixed funding (block grants) for states 

but greater autonomy in 
implementation 

Norway 

 
 
1998: limitations in eligibility for 
‘transitional allowance’ (key lone parent 
payment)  

• Time limited eligibility introduced: 
three years only (or five if in 
education). Transfer to other form of 
social assistance payment if still 
required. 

 
•  Only for children under eight 
 
• Activity requirement once youngest 

reaches three 
 
• Level of allowance increased  

 
1998: ‘work test’ introduced 

• Part-time work test at seven, and full-
time work-test at 14.   

 
• Sanctions e.g. benefit suspension 

New Zealand 
 
 
 
2002: enhanced case management 

• Shift away from mandatory work 
search approach 

 
• Personal Development and 

Employment Planning process 
introduced: more focus on individual 
circumstances 

 
• Sanctions for non-compliance retained 

 
1997: New Deal for Lone Parents 
(NDLP) 
  
1999: Working Families Tax Credit 
(WFTC) 
 
2001: Lone Parent Work Focused 
Interviews (LPWFI)  

• NDLP:  a voluntary scheme offering 
job assistance, training etc. 

 
• WFTC: income-tested supplement for 

low waged lone parents to improve 
financial incentives 

 
• LPWFI: compulsory work-focused 

interviews for those eligible, related to 
age of child and claim length. 
Sanctions could apply  

UK 

2007: proposed reforms to increase the 
conditionality of Income Support 

• Requirement to be available for work 
once youngest is over 11 

 

Netherlands 
 
1996: New General Social Assistance 
Act  

• Obligation to seek work when 
youngest reaches 5 

• Individual and local circumstances 
taken into account 

Interpretations of what constitutes success or failure can vary considerably, and the 
same measure can be interpreted in very different ways by opponents and supporters. 
The US reforms in particular have generated a blizzard of competing accounts, with 
widely varying estimations of what have been the key outcomes in terms of 
employment and poverty rates for lone mothers and their children. Hence, some point 
to dramatic declines of up to 60% in welfare caseloads alongside increased labour 
market participation of single mothers and argue that the reform has been hugely   
successful (Haskins, 2006). Others point to a much more complex story, which 
encompasses broader shifts in the economy, and a range of complex policy changes in 

 
22 The material for this table is primarily drawn from Millar and Evans (2003). Additional information 
is from Haskins (2006), Ezawa and Fujiwara, (2005), Skevik, (2005), and Rowlingson and Millar, 
(2002).  
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tax, child care, child support and health care which have simultaneously  increased 
entitlements (and costs) in other welfare areas (Ezawa and Fujiwara, 2005; 
Greenberg, 2003).  

In 2003, Millar and Evans reviewed reforms in the five countries in Table 8 to 
determine ‘what worked’ in terms of increasing employment rates of lone parents. 
While concluding that national differences make generalisations difficult, they 
identified some common themes across the five examples: 

• Activation policies are pushing at an open door: in most of the countries, 
employment rates for lone parents were rising in any event. However, this did 
not mean that lone parents were willing to engage in the labour market 
regardless of their personal circumstances and situations. 

• Lone parents, like any other group of people, can be unemployed for the same 
reasons as other workers, and not merely because they are lone parents. They 
may, for example, be employed in insecure sections of the labour market. 

• There are a significant number of lone parents with severe and multiple 
disadvantages in the labour market. They need a lot of help to become work 
ready, and even more to help them find and stay in employment. 

• Effective policies to support lone parent are not a cheap option and may 
involve a shift in expenditure (e.g. towards childcare services) rather than a 
reduction of expenditure.  

• A mix of provision seemed to be the most effective way to help lone parents 
into employment. 

• There is evidence for and against compelling lone parents to participate in 
programmes. Compulsion can increase participation and thus enhance 
outcomes – as in the UK compulsory interview system. However, it is also 
costly in terms of time and resources, and can be both counter productive and 
politically unacceptable. 

• How policies are actually implemented on the ground is crucial: case workers 
in New Zealand frequently exempted lone parents from the 1998 ‘work test’ 
making the reforms not much of a reality in practice. 
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Perspectives from home: what do lone parents want?  
 
As the previous section illustrated, policies to enhance the incentives for lone parents 
to move into work or education are increasingly common across OECD countries, 
and debate has begun in Ireland about the merits of moving towards more activist 
policies in this respect. Given continuing concern about high rates of poverty amongst 
lone parents in the context of a buoyant economy, change seems likely, but it remains 
to be seen precisely what form this will take. However, the publication of the 
Government discussion paper and the ensuing consultation and debate has generated 
an insight into some of the concerns and aspirations of lone parents themselves.23 
 
As has been seen, one of the key issues is the extent to which the remaining remnants 
of the male breadwinner model should be swept away in favour of new supports 
which recognise the profound shifts which have taken place in Irish society. 
Removing the cohabitation ban would free people to adopt living arrangements which 
suit them, and most (if not all) of the disincentives to family formation and joint 
parenting would be removed. It is worth noting that the proposed income support 
payment does not involve explicit support for marriage, but is neutral in terms of 
influencing people’s basic choice of living arrangements (DSFA, 2006a: 98). The 
suggestion that the cohabitation ban be ended has been broadly welcomed by lone 
parent organisations.  
 
The second key legacy of the male breadwinner model which is addressed is the 
mode of support which allows for lone parents to claim income support until the 
youngest child is 18, or 22 if in full-time education. As outlined, more activist forms 
of support have been proposed.  From around the time the youngest child begins 
school, a process of gradual engagement would begin, which would culminate in the 
end of parental allowance at around age eight. These latter proposals have evoked  
more nuanced responses, involving as they do important shifts in how we see the role 
of parents in society, and in what our expectations are for how parents could and 
should combine work and caring responsibilities.  
 
Although, as discussed below, it appears that most lone parents are positive towards 
greater labour market participation, some have expressed concerns about policies 
which seem to suggest that employment is the key to full participation in society. 
Commenting on the discussion paper, one lone parent interest group commented: 
‘Being a full-time parent in the home is an aspiration of some parents and this is fully 
recognised in the Irish Constitution. Treoir feels strongly that parents of children of 
all ages should continue to have a choice of being a full-time parent and a choice of 
how they achieve their full potential and contribute to society’.24 
 
However, there is only limited empirical evidence on the norms and desires of lone 
parents, or indeed, of parents in general in terms of attitudes to work and parenting. 
The Irish Social Attitudes Survey (which was in the field in the winter 2001/2003) 
asked questions about attitudes to motherhood and working. Table 9 shows that over 
the last two decades attitudes to parenthood, in terms of marriage and in terms of 
work, have changed. An important change is noticeable when it comes to marriage 

                                                 
23 See for example OPEN’s submission at: http://www.oneparent.ie/policy/149, that of One Family at: 
http://www.onefamily.ie/news78.htm, and that of Treoir at: http://www.treoir.ie/pdfs/LPSub.pdf   
24http://www.treoir.ie/pdfs/LPSub.pdf   
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and parenthood.  In 1988, 83% of respondents thought that people who want children 
should get married – this had slipped to 53% by 2002.  
 
 
Table 9: Attitudes to parenting and work 
Statements about parenthood and marriage, asked in 1988, 1994 and 2002 
(percentage of those agreed) 
Statement 1988 1994 2002 
Watching children grow up is life’s greatest joy 89 87 81 
People who have never had children lead 
empty lives 

50 22 15 

People who want children ought to get married  83 72 53 
Statements about working mothers, asked in 1988, 1994 and 2002 (percentage of those 
agreed) 
Statement 1988 1994 2002 
A working mother can establish just as warm 
and secure a relationship with her children as a 
mother who does not work  

55 62 60 

A pre-school child is likely to suffer if the 
mother works 

52 49 34 

All in all, family life suffers when the woman 
has a full-time job 

53 52 37 

Source:  Hilliard (2006) table 3.2 page 36, 37. 
 
 
The survey provides some support for the idea that lone parents should be actively 
supported into employment. Decreasingly people think that a child suffers if the 
mother works outside the home, even if the child is of pre-school age and the mother 
works full time. In response to another question in the survey,  in 1994 a quarter of all 
respondents believed mothers should stay at home if they had school age children but 
this had fallen to just 10% in 2002.  However, some 37% however felt that family life 
suffered when the woman had a full-time job. Clearly, opinions on the suitability of 
working have changed, but these questions were neither addressed to, or about, 
working and lone parenthood.  In some respects, work raises quite specific issues for 
lone parents, who have sole responsibility when it comes to reconciling work and 
care. Regrettably, survey evidence such as that cited in Table 7 (on attitudes to work 
and childcare in the UK) childcare is not at present available for Ireland. However, 
one recent Irish account argued trenchantly that mothers make complex decisions 
around care which balance both practical issues such as childcare and financial gains 
and losses, and also moral issues around care and responsibility (Coakley, 2005).  
 
The main responses to the Government discussion paper from lone parent 
organisations were about the practical implications of the proposals in relation to 
encouraging employment. OneFamily, for example, in their submission, suggested 
that the success of the proposed reforms would ‘depend on the supports available to 
allow parents move on to work that can support their families – including adequate, 
flexible and affordable childcare, after school care, and training and skills-based 
education opportunities’.25 Echoing comments made above, they suggest that many 
lone parents are already working but trapped in low-skilled, low-paid, part-time 
employment. Similarly, OPEN stressed that childcare provision, education and 
training and flexible work options would be the key to the success of the proposals. 
‘OPEN believes that the success or failure of this initiative is dependent on a 

                                                 
25 http://www.onefamily.ie/news78.htm 
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comprehensive and integrated package of reforms being implemented in a co-
ordinated and coherent way across a range of policy areas’.26 As discussed above, the 
proposals in relation to reform of the OFP are currently being further examined in 
relation to precisely these issues.  
 

Conclusion 
 
Ireland shares with other OECD countries a concern that income supports for lone 
parent families need to be addressed in order to tackle high rates of poverty for lone 
parents and their children. At the core of debates about reforming income supports is 
the central idea that removing obstacles to employment will help to facilitate financial 
independence, by supporting a movement into more full-time or high quality 
employment. This is in line with international policy frameworks which see paid 
work as the key to participation and social inclusion and as a route out of poverty 
(Coakley, 2004).  
 
The system of income supports for lone parents in Ireland has been profoundly 
influenced by a male breadwinner model which has clearly defined roles for men and 
women. One outcome has been that income supports have traditionally focused on 
supporting lone parents – who have mostly been women - to remain at home and care 
for their children. However, structural and ideological shifts at national and 
international level have led to growing pressures for reform. The Government 
discussion paper on reforming income supports suggest that the proposed new 
payment ‘moves the social welfare system away from the “male breadwinner” model, 
which has traditionally viewed the father as breadwinner and mother as carer to one 
which recognises the increasing participation of women in the labour market, the 
change in traditional family roles and the sharing of tasks within the household.’ 
(DSFA, 2006a: 111).  This is line with international developments in relation to 
income supports for lone parents, which have generally seen a shift away from a male 
worker/female carer model towards an adult worker model, in which the way all 
parents reconcile work and care has become a central policy focus (Rowlingson and 
Millar, 2002; Coakley, 2005; Mahon, 2005).  
 
As in other countries, there are continuing debates about how best to implement 
reforms to help lone parents to balance their work and family life. Few dispute that 
policies which provide improved support for lone parents to access work and 
education are desirable, but the precise nature of these supports is open to debate. In 
the consultation process surrounding potential reforms, a number of issues were 
identified as crucial by both policy-makers and stakeholders. In particular, some of 
the non-income aspects of proposed reforms have been identified as fundamental. 
This Spotlight has focused on three in particular: the potential disincentive effects 
arising from the importance of rent supports to lone parents; issues surrounding the 
quality of work for lone parents; and the question of childcare. The success or failure 
of proposals to tackle the problems of lone parent poverty will clearly involve 
substantial attention to these core policy areas.  
 

                                                 
26http://www.oneparent.ie/policy/149. 
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