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The ‘hours question’
This ‘hours question’ is exactly what recent
research by CPAG set out to explore. Through
public polling, focus groups with parents and
interviews with employers, we aimed to flush
out prevailing norms about the number of hours
parents should work and then consider their
implications for policy. 

This is not to suggest, of course, that policies
designed to increase parental employment are
a ‘bad thing’. Parents across the income distri-
bution want to combine paid work with parent-
ing: indeed, CPAG’s research with low-income
families shows us time and again how having
children provides additional motivation for many
to work. Parents want to provide for their families;
to act as good role models for their children;
and to enjoy the social interaction and boost to
their self-esteem that a job provides. Without a
doubt, policies that remove barriers to working
additional hours are to be welcomed.

But there is another, potentially darker, side to
this policy domain. Alongside interventions that
facilitate parental employment are those that
increasingly pressure low-paid parents to look
for additional hours of work. From the intensifi-
cation of lone parent obligations over the last
seven years, to the introduction of in-work con-
ditionality in universal credit, we see the ‘stick’
of sanctions rather than the ‘carrot’ of incen-
tives being used to effect behavioural change. 

How many hours should parents work? 
The starting point for this project was a poll of
over 4,000 respondents to establish their views
on the ‘hours question’. The polling was organ-
ised around three sets of questions: the number
of hours parents should reasonably work; the
parts of the day parents should reasonably
work; and the distances it is reasonable to
expect parents to travel to work. In order to iron
out gender biases as much as possible from the
polling, respondents were asked each question
in a gender neutral way. Couples were described
as ‘parent 1’ and ‘parent 2’. In the analysis of
the results, the lower number of hours for all
respondents was then ascribed to ‘parent 2’.
Table 1 summarises the median results for the
first set of questions.

There is an increasing number of children who
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FOR MANY WORKING FAMILIES

in the UK today, poverty
is a fact of life. While the

number of children living in
poor households has followed
a downward trend since the
mid-1990s, the proportion of
children in poverty with a
working parent has increased
significantly over this time. In
1997/98, for example, fewer

than a half of children living in poverty had at
least one parent with a job; by 2012/13, this 
figure had risen to close to two-thirds.1

In-work poverty is also an increasingly pertinent
aspect of the political debate. ‘Hard working
families’ has become a dominant trope for both
left and right, and time and again we hear that
work is the best route out of poverty. But while
employment may be the key way most house-
holds maintain their income, the growing num-
ber of families who are living in poverty despite
having one or more working parent tells us that
a job may be a necessary, but is not always a
sufficient, condition for escaping poverty. 

In-work poverty can be seen as the product of
three variables: the level of wages a household
can command; the level of benefits they receive
to help them with the costs of children and other
living expenses; and the number of hours that
one or both parents work. As wages have stag-
nated, and benefit levels diminished, more atten-
tion has been paid by policy to increasing the
hours that low-paid parents work. But how much
work is ‘enough’? How many hours should par-
ents be expected to work in order not to be poor?

In-work poverty:
the ‘hours question’
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Perhaps the most striking thing to note about
the results is how harsh they appear – is it pos-
sible that many think that a single parent with a
one-year-old should be working 20 hours a
week? These results need to be tempered,
however, for two key reasons. 

First, looking beyond the median showed that
the results were not normally distributed.
Responses were generally bi-modal: Figure 1
illustrates the point by showing the frequency
for lone parents and ‘parent 2’ in a couple
whose youngest child is a pre-schooler.

Second, the findings from the focus groups
suggest that many simply struggled to answer
our question ‘How many hours is it reasonable
to work?’ Instead, most saw this as a fundamen-
tally permissive question (parents could work
this number of hours if it suited them and their
children), rather than a normative one (parents
should work this number of hours). Perhaps
even more critically, the focus group discus-
sions made quite plain that parents did not think
that income should determine the number of
hours parents should work: all should be able to
strike the work/family balance that suited them. 

Probing attitudes to single parents 
That said, another noteworthy feature of the
data is the different responses the ‘hours ques-
tion’ receives depending on whether it is asked
for the main carer in a couple or a lone parent.
On the question of total hours worked, respon-
dents were generally more demanding of lone
parents: note for example, Figure 1, which shows
that very few respondents felt it was reason-
able, by the time their youngest child is nursery
age, for a lone parent not to work in comparison
with the main carer in a couple.

Why is this? One possible explanation is that
public attitudes towards single parents are gen-
erally more punitive than towards couples.
However, discussion in the focus groups sug-
gested that this may not be the full (or indeed,
correct) story. 

To begin, many suggested pure pragmatics
could be behind this result – with only one earner
in the household, most saw it as self-evident for
that parent to work more hours than a house-
hold with potentially two earners. Moreover,
there was a further (albeit highly gendered) dis-
cussion about how the ‘main carer’ in a couple
had not just children to care for but a partner as
well, suggesting that their time would be more
preoccupied than that of a single parent. 

‘Sacred time’ 
Our second set of questions turned from total
number of hours worked a week to consider
whether there were more or less reasonable
times of the week (and year) to work if a parent.
As Table 2 shows, the least reasonable time for
parents of all types is considered to be very late
shifts (9pm to midnight) and early morning shifts

Table 1: Median number of hours that it is reasonable to work per week

when youngest child is… 

All  Age of youngest child

0–2 3–4 5–13 14–18

Baseline (no reference to children) 40 n/a n/a n/a n/a

Single parent 25 20 20 25 35

Couple

Parent 1 37 37 37 37 39

Parent 2 20 16 20 20 30

Source: YouGov
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Figure 1: Frequency of responses, number of hours that it is reasonable to work per week when youngest child is aged 0–2

and aged 3–4

Lone parent ‘Parent 2’, couple

Aged 0–2               Aged 3–4 Aged 0–2               Aged 3–4
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(6am to 9am), followed by evening (5pm to 9pm).
That said, one-third still thought it reasonable
for parents to work 6am to 9am, and almost 31
per cent thought the same about 9pm to mid-
night. A large number of people thought it rea-
sonable for parents to have to work 2pm to 5pm
shifts – ie, over school pick up time. Compared
to our previous set of questions, however,
responses on shift times showed softer expec-
tations being placed on single parents than
those in couples. 

Alongside questions framed in blocks of hours,
we also asked whether there were specific
times or eventualities when it was more or less
reasonable for parents to work. Table 3 below
shows the results.

Again, these findings were mediated by the dis-
cussions in the focus groups. What came out
most strongly was a sense that, for many, the
reasonableness of working certain times of the
day is contingent on external factors. Affordable,
quality childcare provision was seen as key, as
was an employer who would be flexible to par-
ents’ needs when required. 

However, for others, certain times were seen as
essentially ‘family time’, which they felt was

non-negotiable regardless of the presence of
excellent childcare. Most notably, participants
in the focus groups spoke of bank holidays,
sports days and school assemblies, points
when their children are sick, and, for some,
school holidays more broadly, as times they
regarded as ‘sacred’.

Our interviews with employers provided a new
angle on this topic. While most wanted to
accommodate parents’ needs for specific work-
ing hours as far as possible, in truth they are
more likely to do this for more highly valued
employees. Low-paid parents are often doubly
discriminated against: they are more likely to be
on casual or short-hours contracts that have
fewer formal rights attached (such as the right
to request flexible working), and their prefer-
ences are less likely to be accommodated by
their employer as they are not seen as impor-
tant enough to the business to retain.

The implications for policy 
What, then, are the implications for policy of
these research findings?

First, it is clear that expecting low-paid parents
simply to work more and more hours in order to
escape poverty jars with broad public senti-
ment. Instead, tackling low pay and providing
adequate social security support are essential
parts of any poverty reduction strategy. 

Previous studies have shown that pay, rather
than hours worked, is the strongest determinant
of in-work poverty (although, of course, the
worst combination for any family is low pay and
low hours).3 It is only through renewed action on
low pay, then, that we can remove some of the
most extreme pressure from the lowest paid
parents to work a number of hours that they find
incompatible with their family life. 

But even with radical action on pay, those at the
bottom end of the labour market are unlikely to
be able to strike work/family balances similar, if
not the same, as those who can leverage a
higher wage without some form of state support
(including with housing costs if these are high). 

It is imperative that, in debates about the hours
question, we do not lose sight of the critical issue
of children’s benefits. To state the obvious, wages
do not reflect family size and thus the income
an extra hour of work brings into the family’s
purse must be spread more thinly the larger the
family.4 While children’s benefits may seem tan-
gential from the issue of parental hours of
employment, if we care about in-work poverty,
we must keep them in mind. 

Table 3: Percentage of respondents answering ‘How reasonable or

unreasonable do you think it is to ask parents to work…?’ 

Total Total Neither/
reasonable unreasonable don't know

% % %

Weekends 37 37 23

School holidays 45 27 28

Bank holidays 38 34 28

If their child is sick 23 55 22

If their child has a dental appointment 36 38 27

Unpredictable hours 21 57 22

Source: YouGov

Table 2: Percentage of respondents answering ‘How reasonable or

unreasonable do you think it is to ask parents to work at the following

times?’ 

Total Total Neither/
unreasonable reasonable don't know

% % %

9am to 5pm weekdays 21 59 20

6am to 9am weekdays 41 36 23

2pm to 5pm weekdays 19 61 20

5pm to 9pm weekdays 41 36 24

9pm to 12am (midnight) weekdays 48 31 22

During the weekend 37 37 25

Source: YouGov
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Second, our research suggests that policies
which facilitate parental employment – perhaps
most obviously improved childcare provision –
have an essential role to play in enabling par-
ents to work a reasonable number of hours.
However, current childcare provision in the UK
could at best be termed incoherent: as CPAG has
pointed out in the past, it ill serves the needs of
most parents, least of all those on low incomes.5

Shifting attention away from demand-side inter-
ventions which often create poverty traps to
supply-side childcare provision is critical:
increasing the hours of the free entitlement 
is crucial and, in future, this could extend to
younger children, a coherent policy on extend-
ed schools developed and greater emphasis
should be placed on supporting parents with
teenagers who still require some care and
supervision, especially in the long summer 
holidays.

That said, there is much that could be done to
improve the demand-side support. In contrast
to the tax credits system, families with children
claiming universal credit will be eligible for sup-
port with childcare costs from the first hour they
work and, from April 2016, will be able to claim
back 85 per cent of costs incurred compared
with the current 70 per cent. However, delays in
universal credit roll-out mean that many families
are unlikely to access this more generous pack-
age of childcare support for some time. These
two rule changes could usefully be introduced
into the tax credits system. 

Moreover, wage progression is an essential part
of any poverty-reduction strategy and yet cur-
rent childcare provision for parents who wish to
undertake education and training is patchy,
badly advertised and often hard to access.
Policy makers need to rationalise childcare sup-
port for those who wish to improve their skills
by, for example, allowing those on designated
courses to claim childcare support through uni-
versal credit.

The third broad implication of our research is that
interventions which compel rather than enable
parents to work – such as the more intense con-
ditionality regime being introduced with univer-
sal credit – sit very uncomfortably with most.
Rather than a system of conditionality which is
premised on bad faith, then, we need to move to
a system much more based on trust: trust that
low-income parents want to work, and that they
themselves know what is best for their children.  

As a result, it is worth considering the role that
discretion plays in the conditionality system.
Advisers should receive training on parental

employment so that they better understand the
factors that determine parents’ choices and can
develop sensitive and appropriate work search
requirements, and, alongside this, greater
emphasis should be placed on work progres-
sion rather than simply ‘work first’. 

All in all, if there was one resounding message
that came out of all our research activities it was
that the number of hours that parents should be
expected to work is an intensely felt and deeply
personal question. Some believed that the right
thing to do was for parents to stay at home with
their children for longer periods of time than the
average; others felt that it was imperative that
parents (especially mothers) reconnect with the
labour market even when their children were
very young. Whoever we asked – the whole
population or more tightly drawn sub-groups
defined by age, gender or political persuasion,
parents or businesses – little consensus on the
‘hours question’ emerged.

That said, it would be wrong to conclude that in
our search to find the ‘right’ number of hours
that parents should be expected to work in
order for their families not to be poor, we drew
a blank. Whatever our respondents’ personal
preferences, most believed that ‘choice’ should
be at the heart of any policy framework touch-
ing on parental employment. And here perhaps
our research has not just implications for policy
but also for our campaigning work. As one
reviewer of the research perceptively put it,
people answered the ‘hours question’ as par-
ents first and taxpayers second, suggesting
that appealing to the common concerns most
have about the wellbeing of their and others’
children may be one way to cut through the
overweening ‘us-and-them’ narrative we have
all had to listen to for far too long.  ■

Lindsay Judge is Senior Policy Officer at Child Poverty
Action Group and author of Round the Clock: in-work
poverty and the ‘hours question’, CPAG, April 2015
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